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CHAPTER I. 

There was great excitement in the village of 
Ashford, when it was known that Lady 
Helen Drummond had, at last, really arrived 
at the Park. . 

Lady Helen Drummond was likely in the 
future to be a personage in the county, and 
her doings were, of course, sure to interest 
her neighbours. 

Some years previous to the date of our 
story, the estate of Ashford, long the heritage 
of the Desmonds, had been sold, to pay the 
heavy debts of the proprietor and of his son, 
the present Sir Charles Desmond. The pur- 
chaser, Mr. Gordon, a London banker, had 
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modernised and improved the place, meaning, 
at some future time, when he was tired of the 
turmoil of business, to come and reside there; 
but ere that time arrived, Mr. Gordon died, 
leaving nearly all his wealth to his cousin. 
Lady Helen Drummond. 

Lady Helen was the daughter of a Scotch 
Earl, who had an old title, but very little 
else. When only eighteen she married a 
Mr. Drummond, who, dying a year after, left 
his young widow alone in the world, with a 
very small jointure, and no near relation to 
take care of her but her aunt. Lady Janet 
Gordon, her father having died when she 
was quite young; and his old title and barren 
'acres had passed to a distant cousin. Lady 
Janet and her niece had lived chiefly abroad ; 
sometimes they had paid a visit to Mr. Gor- 
don, in London, and had also occasionally 
visited their Scotch relatives, but Lady Helen 
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tad never been at Ashford, and now, six 
montlis after her cousin's death, she had 
arrived, an entire stranger to every one in 
the country, it was no wonder that a con- 
siderable amount of curiosity should be felt 
about her. 

She had a large house, plenty of money, 
and was still young, so every one was pre- 
pared to welcome her very kindly. 

The Desmonds, formerly one of the great 
county families, were now very little heard 
of; Sir Charles Desmond lived almost con- 
stantly abroad, and the little known of him 
was not to his credit. He still possessed a 
small property in Ashford, an old house called 
the Manor, and about a hundred acres of 
land, very strictly entailed. A cousin of Sir 
Charles, Colonel Arthur Desmond, however, 
often visited his . native county, spending a 
good deal of time there, hunting and 
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shooting; lie was mncli better off than Sir 
Charles, having inherited a good fortune 
from his mother, and was as popular as a 
good looking gentlemanly man was sure to- 
be. 

About a year before Mr. Gordon's death, 
a certain Mrs. Weston had taken a small 
house in the village of Ashford, and had 
come to reside there, with her granddaughter 
Evelyn. They were tenants of Lady Helen, 
and of course felt great interest in her.. 
Evelyn Weston was nearly nineteen, and it 
must be confessed found a small cottage in a 
country village a very dull place. She was 
a pretty girl, tall and fair, with bright blue 
eyes, and a quantity of golden brown hair^ 
fond of amusement and gaiety, and rather 
inclined to grumble because so little fell in 
her way, as they knew very few people. 
Certain curious rumours about their antece- 
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'dents reached Ashf ord soon after Mrs. Weston 
and Evelyn took up their abode there, conse- 
quently their circle of acquaintance was 
limited. The young lady had, however, a 
•devoted admirer in Mr. Franklin, the curate, 
but he was so poor that no satisfactory result 
could ensue, and, besides that, the rector, Mr. 
Legh, did his utmost to discourage the love 
afiair. 

Mrs. and Miss Weston were nearly the 
first callers at the Park, after the arrival of 
the new Lady of the Manor. 

Lady Helen was at home, and they were 
shown into the library, a large room, very 
handsomely furnished. A bright fire burning 
in the grate, and the books, magazines and 
newspapers, scattered on the tables, gave it 
a homelike and comfortable appearance. 
Lady Helen was a tall and handsome woman 
of about thirty years of age, with a slight. 
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graceful figure, dark hair and eyes, and a 
pale clear complexion; her features were well 
formed, and she had a pleasing manner and 
expression, as she welcomed her visitors. 

"We are your nearest neighbours,*' said 
Mrs. Weston, " and so glad to be among the 
first to welcome you to Ashford." 

" You really are very nearly the first,' ^ 
answered Lady Helen. " Mr. and Mrs. Legh 
called yesterday, so I am very glad to feel 
that I shall know the parish at least before 
Sunday." 

"Have you seen Mr. Franklin?" asked 
Evelyn. 

" No, who is he ? " 

" The curate," said Mrs. Weston, ** and a 
very gentlemanly person ; we all like him very 
much." 

" I dare say I shall make his acquaintance 
in due time," answered Lady Helen, " but let 
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me introduce you to mjr Aunt, Lady Janet 
Gordon." 

Lady Janet was a tall stiff old lady, with 
grey hair, surmounted by a most imposing 
cap. She began a conversation with Mrs. 
Weston, by asking her some questions, about 
the neighbourhood, of which she soon dis- 
covered the latter knew nothing, except the 
names of a few of the leading families. 
Evelyn, in the meantime, was entertaining 
Lady Helen by repeating some of the village 
gossip about the Desmonds. 

" A great many people about here remem- 
ber Sir Charles," she said, " but no one liked 
him much ; they say he was the handsomest 
and the wickedest young man — " 

" My dear child I " interrupted Mrs. 
Weston, " what are you talking about ? Lady 
Helen will be quite shocked." 

" The Desmonds are all gone," said Lady 
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Helen, " so they and their faults should be 
allowed to rest in peace." 

" They are not all gone," replied Mrs* 
Weston. " Sir Charles still retains some 
property in this parish." 

" Really 1" added Lady Janet, drily, " how 
is that ? I should have thought, from all I 
hear of him, that Sir Charles Desmond was 
a most unlikely man to retain property any- 
where." 

" This is a small farm, strictly entailed, 
which cannot be sold." 

" Then it is not his fault that he still has 
it." 

" Besides," went on Mrs. "Weston, " Colonel 
Arthur Desmond resides in the county. 
I have seen him in Ashford several times ; I 
assure you. Lady Janet, that the Desmonds 
are an exceedingly old family^ as old as any 
in the kingdom," 



ASHFOBD. 9 



" And like a great many other old things, 
they are quite worn put," answered Lady 
Janet, " but I have not a word to say against 
the Colonel ; he is a very different man to 
his cousin." 

"I haye not the pleasure of his acquair- 
tance," said Mrs. Weston, " formerly I knew 
.Sir Charles ; he was splendidly handsome, and 
very fascinating." 

"Well, his fascinations have not done 
him much good, for he is only a ruined 
gambler." 

Mrs. Weston stared at Lady Janet for a 
minute, without replying, and Lady Helen 
seized the chance of making a diversion. 

"How beautiful the country is looking 
now," she said, " the colours of the changing 
leaves are so vivid." 

"I believe they are," answered Mrs. 
Weston, " I have been told so ; I think Mr. 
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Franklin was remarking it, the last time lie 
called; but, Evelyn, we must be going." 

'* I am very glad I have seen you," said 
Lady Helen, politely, as she wished her 
visitors good-by. 

" What in the world can they be ?" said 
Lady Janet, when Mrs. Weston and her 
granddaughter were quite out of hearing ; 
*^ the girl is pretty, but her manners are bad,, 
so forward ; Mrs. Weston is hopelessly and 
offensively vulgar. I did not expect to have 
Sir Charles Desmond's praises dinned into 
my ears at Ashford." 

" You don't grudge him his friend, I 
hope," replied her niece; "I am sorry for 
that poor girl, she seems to have such a dull 
life, never going out ; she cannot help her 
manners, under the circumstances, I am 
afraid, with only her grandmother to model 
them on." 
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'•'And her own impudence to help her/^ 
added Lady Janet ; " I am sorry for it, but I 
have taken a great dislike to those two 
women; I hope you will keep them at a 
distance." 

" They are our nearest neighbours," said 
Lady Helen, laughing, " so we must speak to 
them now and then. You should not be so 
Yery prejudiced. I daresay they are very nice 
people ; we may each have a friend." 

'* I don't want a friend," answered Lady 
Janet, " and if I did, I should not select Mrs. 
Weston." 
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CHAPTER IL 

There was to be a grand ball in the neigh- 
bourhood of Ashford. Mr. George "Wyndham, 
the eldest son of the county member, was to 
come of age, and of course, such a great 
event had to be celebrated with much re- 
joicing. 

The "Wyndhams were very popular as a 
family, besides they always did things well, 
and Oakley was a charming house for a dance ; 
so as a dance there was to be, every one looked 
forward to it with pleasure, and hoped to 
enj oy it very much, also, it was thought, 
that Lady Helen Drummond, the new inmate 
of Ashford, would take the opportunity of 
then making her first public appearance in 
the county. 



ASHFORD, 13 



The invitations were sent out far and wide. 
They were responded to with alacrity, and 
the one fear that haunted Mrs. Wyndham's 
heart — the fear that her party would suffer 
from a scarcity of gentlemen — was at length 
laid at rest. 

She had been very fortunate herself in 
securing just the friends she wanted to fill 
her own house, the two bachelors of the 
neighbourhood — Lord Carlyon and Colonel 
Desmond had both filled theirs for her benefit. 
For a wonder, she had asked the 'W^estoDS, 
and Lady Helen, who was going to the dance, 
had promised to take Evelyn with her. Lady 
Janet did not wish to go out at night. Mrs. 
Weston could not do so, she did not possess 
a gown and cap smart enough for the occa- 
sion, so she said, and was thus obliged to 
stay at home. 

" I will take you if you like," Lady Helen 



14 ASHFORD. 



said to Evelyn, " and I shall be very glad to 
do so ; but you know I shall not be able to 
help you much when we are there, for I am 
a stranger at Oakley." 

" Oh, thank you," . said Evelyn, " I should 
so like to go ; I have never been to a ball in 
my life." 

" Then I hope you will enjoy this one," 
said Lady Helen ; "I will call for you on 
Thursday, as I pass : mind you are ready in 
time." 

The ball-room at Oakley was very prettily 
decorated with hot-house flowers and ferns. 
The band, ensconced in a charming impromptu 
arbour, was ready in its place when the first 
carriage drove up ; then the guests came thick 
and fast. 

Lady Helen Drummond and Miss Weston 
were among the early arrivals, and the former 
was of course received with great distinction 
by Mr. and Mrs. Wyndham. 
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" Who are they ? " said Lord Carlyon, 
who was standing near, to George Wyndham. 
*** T declare that is the best looking girl I have 
seen for some time." 

"Don't you know ? Lady Helen Drummond ; 
she is at Ashford now." 

" Nonsense ! you don't mean to say that 
Lady Helen Drummond wears a white gown, 
with * forget-me-nots ' all over it, and looks 
under twenty. I see a tall woman, in slight* 
mourning, with some diamonds in her hair, I 
presume that is her ladyship ; but I want to 
make out who the other is." 

" Oh, I see who you mean now; she is a Miss 
Weston, and nothing at all particular. We 
only asked her to-night because everybody is 
asked." 

" She is the best looking girl here. Can 
you introduce me to her ?" 

" I don't think I know her, except by 
sight," said George Wyndham, who knew 
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his mother did not wish to see the best 
partner in the room carried off by Miss- 
Weston. 

Just then, however, Mr. Wyndham came 
to fetch Lord Carlyon, that he might intro- 
duce him to Lady Helen. He was afraid she 
might want to dance, and he felt rather 
puzzled as to how he was to find suitable 
partners for her if she did. Lady Helen, 
however, said she would only dance the first 
quadrille, she wanted to make the acquaint- 
ance of some of the ladies in the room, who 
wished to be introduced to her, so her host 
was relieved from his embarrassment. 

Lord Carlyon, who never did anything but 
what he liked, managed to find some one who- 
knew Evelyn, and then being presented to- 
her, he proceeded to devote himself to her for 
the evening. 

Colonel Desmond and his party were 
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amongst the late arrivals, having had a long 
drive, and a day s hunting before it. 

" I am sorry we are so late," said Colonel 
Desmond, as Mrs. Wyndham shook hands 
with him. " I quite meant to be in good 
time, but I could not get every one off." 

" Better late than never," said Mr. Wynd- 
ham, coming up. " I was beginning to think 
something had happened to you on the road.'* 

" No, we have not that excuse, it was only 
laziness that hindered me." 

" Then come with me now. I want to do 
you a really good turn. I will introduce you 
to Lady Helen Drummond ; she is here to- 
night." 

" Is she, where ? I don't see her." 

" There she is ; in black, with diamonds in 
her hair, talking to Lady Gresham." 

" I see her now, but I don't want an intro- 
duction, for I know her already." 
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" When and where did you meet her ? " 

" In Florence, several years ago ; she was 
there with an old aunt ; I met her rather often 
at one time." 

" Then do go and talk to her, please. I 
am sure she will be glad to see an old friend ; 
she is a stranger here and knows very few 
people. I am afraid she must find it dull, 
for she will not dance." 

" She is a great lady now, and perhaps will 
not care to remember me : but I will go pre- 
sently, and see if she knows me ; not just yet, 
there are so many people all round her. Is 
not that Miss Weston,- dancing with Lord 
Carlyon ? " 

" Yes, she is a pretty girl, it is a pity there 
are those stories about. We thought there 
could be no harm in asking her to a large 
affair hke this. Lady Helen brought her to- 
night.' 



»» 



ASHFOED. 19 



" Lady Helen brought her, did she ? Well, 
Xiord Carlyon is taking care of her now she 
is here. I don't know her, and I shall keep 
clear of her." 

"Lord Carlyon seems very much taken 
with her." 

" For one evening. To-morrow it will be 
some one else. I had better go and see if 
Lady Helen remembers me." 

Lady Helen turned round, as Colonel 
Desmond came up to her, saying — 

" Colonel Desmond, I thought it must be 
you. I saw you talking to Mr. Wyndham. 
I hope you have not forgotten me, though it 
is a long time since we met." 

" I am very glad to meet you again," he 
answered. " I was very pleased when I heard 
who my neighbour at Ashford was to be." 

" Thank you ! I really mean to settle down, 
if I can, but T have been a rolling stone s6 
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long, that I don't know how I shall get on. 
I can assure you I feel the weight of my new- 
responsibilities." 

" We must do what we can to help you, by 
making ourselves as pleasant as we can. I 
hope you will stay ; Ashford has been deserted 
so long." 

" Well, I must stay to-night at all events, '*^ 
said Lady Helen, laughing. "In an un- 
guarded moment I undertook the duties of a 
chaperone." ' 

" You brought Miss Weston, I hear." 

" Yes I she had never been to a ball, so I 
took pity on her, and brought her to this. I 
thought she would not enjoy it ; but I was 
mistaken, she seems very happy, , but where 
she is I can't think ; I have not seen h^r for 
some time. 

" She seems a promising yoimg lady," said 
Colonel Desmond. "I know her only by 
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sight, I have seen her about Ashf ord when I 
have been over there/' 

" Do you wish to know her any more ? *' 
said Lady Helen. 

" No, thank you ; unless you particularly 
wish me to dance with her ? " 

" I don't wish that at all. She has so many 
partners that I shall not get away till late. I 
only meant to stay a little while, but I see 1^ 
am in for it." 

" I should make her come away when you 
are reg^dy. , Is it any use asking if you will 
dance with me ? " 

" Not just now, thank you ; if you will ask 
me again, later in the evening, when there is 
less crowd, I shall be very glaji. Is not that 
Lord Carlyon dancing with Evelyn ? " 

" Yes, he is wild about her .to-night. It is 
his way with every pretty girl 1 " 

" Well, he seems to be making that pretty 
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girl rather remarkable. I wish he would not, 
I don't much like it ; I suppose he is not the 
sort of man to mean anything ? " 

" Certainly not," said Colonel Desmond. 

" I am afraid she will feel like Cinderella 
to-morrow. "Who are these Westons, Colonel 
Desmond, can you tell me ? " 

" I can tell you nothing, Lady Helen, I 
do not know either of them, and I am ignorant 
of their antecedents. They seem to have no 
friends here, whatever they may have else- 
where. But this room is getting hot; do 
come with me into the refreshment-room, and 
have some tea. Miss Weston will not want 
you just yet.' 

Lady Helen went with Colonel Desmond to . 
have some tea, but she returned to the 
ball-room just as the dance was over. 
Lord Carlyon brought Evelyn back to her 
chaperone. After he had talked to Lady 
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Helen for a few minutes, he was going away, 
but stopped to engage Evelyn for the first 
extra dance. 

** I am afraid she will not be here, then,'* 
said Lady Helen. " I shall soon be going.** 

"You surely will not take Miss Weston 
away before the end," said Lord Carlyon. 
** There is so much good dancing when people 
are going, and there is no crowd.'* 

" I will stay till the end of the programme, 
and not a dance longer," said Lady Helen, 
** so, Evelyn, make the best of it." 

" Then give me the last waltz,'* said Lord 
Carlyon to Evelyn. 

" My dear," said Lady Helen, when Lord 
Carlyon was gone, " I have not seen you for 
some dances. Where have you been ? " 

** I danced twice running with Major 
Jenkins," said Evelyn, "and between the 
dances we sat on the stairs. Just as we were 
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coming back to you, we met Lord Carlyon, 
and lie asked me again." 

" Very well," said Lady Helen. " I don't 
know anything at all about Major Jenkins, 
but you must not sit on the stairs with him 
any more to-night." 

^Evelyn stared, and looked very much 
inclined to protest against such a cruel order ; 
but just at that minute a fresh partner came 
up, and Major Jenkins and the stairs 'were 
forgotten. 

It was nearly the end of the evening when 
Colonel Desmond reminded Lady Helen of 
her promise. 

" Will you give me this waltz ? " he said ; 
" it is getting late, and the room is rather 
empty." 

" Very well," she said; "how many years 
is it since I last danced with you at Florence ? 
I am almost afraid to remember. We did 
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not think when and where our next meeting 
would be." 

** Or on what a very great occasion," said 
Colonel Desmond. 

" George Wyndham was an Eton boy then. 

"Lady Helen is beginning to enjoy her- 
self," said Lord Carlyon to Evelyn. " She 
will want to stay longer." 

" No, she will not ; she has ordered the 
carriage after this dance. Is she not ill- 
natured ? This is my last dance to-night. 

" Then we must make it a good one. Come 
along." 

When the carriage was at the door, and 
Lady Helen ready to go, Evelyn was not 
to be found. Colonel Desmond and Mr. 
Wyndham both volunteered to look for her, 
but, luckily, she just then appeared with her 
j)artner. 

Come, Evelyn," said Lady Helen, im- 
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patiently, **I don't want the horses to* 
stand." 

" I am hoping to call on you soon, Lady 
Helen," said Lord Carlyon. " Shall you be- 
at home next week ? " 

" I think so, but I must go now. Grood 
night." 

" Well, I am very much mistaken if her 
ladyship takes Miss Weston to a ball again in 
a hurry," said Mr. Wyndham, when he camo 
back into the room, after seeing Lady Helen 
to her carriage. 

" Why not ? "said Lord Carlyon. " I am 
sure Miss Weston enjoyed herself very much, 
and Lady Helen had no trouble in finding her 
partners." 

"I don't think she had. She did not like 
being kept waiting. We were just going to 
look for you. It seems Arthur Desmond 
knew Lady Helen years ago, at Florence, and. 
never told us." 
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" Why should he, unless he likes ? He 
seems in great favour with tlie fair widoWr 
I wish him success, with all my heart. She 
is much younger, and better looking than I 
expected. I was agreeably surprised when I 
saw her." 

"I think her very handsome. I wonder 
she has never married again; it is ten or 
eleven years since her husband died." 

When Lady Helen came downstairs the 
morning after the ball, she found her aunt 
in the dining-room very anxious to hear what 
she had to tell her. 

" How did it all go off ? " she began. 
" You were late home, so I hope it was 
pleasant." 

" I think it was ; everything was very well 
done ; besides, Mr. and Mrs. Wyndham were 
most kind and attentive. I made a great 
many new acquaintances ; also, I met an old 
friend." 
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" How did that Weston girl get on ? "Was 

» 

she very tiresome ? " 

" Eather, I must otVu. She developed a 
great talent for flirtation ; I had to speak to 
her once. She seemed very much surprised, 
and looked as if she were going to tell me to 
mind my own business/' 

" Well, I hope you won't take her any- 
where again ; she is kept in no order. I am 
fiure Mrs. Weston cannot teach her manners ; 
if you are wise, you will let her alone." 

" She cannot do me any harm, and I may 
do her some good. I shall not take her to a 
dance again. No one seems to know any- 
thing about these Weston s. I told you I 
fiaw Colonel Desmond last night." 

" No, you never told me that. What did 
he say ? Did you speak to him ? " 

" Yes, we had a long talk together. • It 
was some time before he came near me. I 
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had seen Mm walking about in front of me 
very often though. I daresay he thought his 
sudden appearance would be too much for 
my feelings, so came upon me gradually." 

" Don't talk such nonsense, Helen. I 
thought you had quite forgotten all that." 

" So I have generally ; only seeing Colonel 
Desmond, put me in mind of it all again. He 
could not help it, poor man, and I am sure 
he did not mean it ; he was very kind and 
friendly." 

** So he always used to be," said Lady 
Janet, " and I hked him very much." 
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CHAPTER III. 

One day about a week after the Oakley dance, 
Evelyn Weston made her appearance at Ash- 
ford Park, rather early, before lunch. Lady 
Helen was at home, though very busy ; but 
she asked Evelyn to sit down and wait for a 
little while. 

" I shall soon have done with these tire- 
some papers," she said; "but I cannot talk 
to you now. If you are not in a hurry, can 
you stay till the afternoon, and walk with 
me ? I have to go to one of the farms, and 
it is too far for my aunt." 

" I will gladly stay, Lady Helen ; I have 
nothing to do. May I look at this book whilst 
you are writing ? " 

" Yes, if you like. I shall not be long." 
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Lady Helen went on writing till lunch was 
ready. In the dining-room they found Lady 
Janet, who looked as if she wondered what 
Evelyn wanted. This was soon explained. 
In the afternoon, about half -past two, just as 
the two ladies were ready to start for their 
walk, there came a ring at the door bell, and 
in a minute Lord Carlyon was announced. 
Lady Helen felt certain, when her visitor 
came into the room, that a glance of intel- 
ligence passed between him and Evelyn. 
She was sorry she had not got away 
sooner. 

"I am afraid I have interrupted your 
walk, Lady Helen,'' began Lord Carlyon ; 
*^ but you must not expect me to say I am 
sorry." 

/* I am glad you came just in time to catch 
me," said Lady Helen, who, however, did not 
speak quite the truth. 
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" This is my first visit to the Park," said' 
Lord Carlyon. " I have often been through 
the village, yet I have never been in this house 
before." 

" It has been very much changed, I be- 
lieve, since the Desmonds lived here," said 
Lady Helen. "My cousin, Mr. Grordon, altered 
it a great deal ; he thought of living here when 
he was tired of London." 

" Do you think that time would ever have 
come?" 

" Well I don't know. London had always 
been his home, and I dare say he would never 
have been happy away from it." 

" There is a very good view from this 
window," said Lord Carlyon. "How well 
the Manor House looks from it." 

"It is a nice looking old place ; but I 
have never been inside of it. Have you^ 
Evelyn ? " 
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" Several times ; only there is nothing to 
see there, only a few pictures, and some funny 
old rooms." 

" Don't you think the family portraits of 
the Desmonds worth looking at, Miss Wes- 
ton ?" said LordCarlyon, " and especially your 
own picture." 

" Your picture, Evelyn ! " exclaimed Lady 
Helen. " What do you mean ? " 

" Why I am said to be the very image of 
Sir Charles Desmond's mother; there is a 
likeness of her at the Manor, taken when she 
was quite young. That is * my picture.* 
Isn't it very funny. Lady Helen ? " 

"Perhaps it is," said Lady Helen, who, 
however, did not seem much excited by the 
circumstance. " There are a good many 
curious likenesses in the world." 

"I can answer for this one," added 
Lord Carlyon. " I have seen it myself, 

D 
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and you can do the same any day, Lady 
Helen.'* 

" I can quite believe you, Lord Carlyon. I 
have no doubt you speak the truth, I have 
no wish to explore the Manor House. But, 
tell me if it is true that Colonel Desmond is 
going to Jamaica ■ 

" I believe it is. He has some property 
there which is not doing well, so he is going 
out to look after it." 

** I suppose he is a wise man. Will he stay 
long ? " 

" Not longer than he can help. If I were 
in his place I should cut the Grordian knot by 
Selling the estate. You met Colonel Des- 
mond in Italy, Lady Helen, I hear ; but have 
you ever encountered Sir Charles ? " 

"Yes, some years ago, at Florence; he 
and the Colonel were there at the same 
time." 
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" Have you really seen Sir Charles ? " ex- 
<5laimed Evelyn, " You never told me. What 
is he like ? " 

" Of course I never told you," said Lady 
Helen. " It did not matter to you," 

" Only I should not have repeated all those 
stories about him if I had known that he was 
a fnend of yours," 

" But he is not a friend of mine ; and as for 
the stories, I have quite forgotten what they 



were." 



** What is he like. Lady Helen?" asked 
Lord Carlyon. 

" If I remember right, he was very hand- 
some ; but it is some years since* I saw him, 
so I can really tell you . very little about 
him." 

" I am afraid you never heard much good 
of him ?" 

" I can't say I ever did," said Lady Helen. 
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** But after all, it does not much matter to 
us. I should think he will never come ta 
England, or, at least, to Ashford." 

" The Colonel hates him;, he can't bear ta 
hear his name mentioned. I believe they 
quarrelled some years ago about something 
or other; they have never been friends since.'*^ 

" I am sorry for Colonel Desmond," said 
Lady Helen, "being obliged to go away. 
I think he will be a loss to the^ieighbour- 
hood." 

" I am sure he will be missed ; he is very 
much liked, and we shall all be sorry when he 
leaves us." 

" Lord Carlyon," suddenly interrupted 
Evelyn, " did you see the Legh's last week at 
Oakley, our clergyman's daughters, you know. 
They wore black gowns trimmed with blue." 

"They looked very well. What about 
them?" 
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** Oh, they wear black gowns, because they 
are always expecting their relations to die, 
Annie Legh says they have a great many 
cousins, and they are always dying, and if 
she gets a very nice coloured gown she 
always has to go into mourning, and cannot 
wear it ; so now she has taken to black, 
trimmed with a colour, and that is soon 
altered. She says it is quite the best way of 
keeping people alive to have a black gown 
ready, for them if they die." 

"That is not a very bad plan,'* said 
Lady Helen. " The effect last week was cer- 
tainly good. The Legh's dresses were very 
pretty." 

" And in case of accidents would soon be 
retrimmed," put in Lord Carlyon. " Are you 
going to the dance at Coombe next week. 
Lady Helen?"' 

" Yes, I am going to stay in the house 
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for it. What a gay neighbourliood you live 
xn. 

" It will be dull enough by and by." 

At this minute Mrs. Legh, the clergyman'a 
wife, was shown into the room. Lord 
Carlyon soon after took his leave, being 
quickly followed by Evelyn. When they were 
gone, Lady Helen said — 

" I hope Evelyn did not expect to meet 
Lord Carlyon when she came here to-day. I 
fancied I saw a look pass between them, as if 
it had been a settled thing." 

" I hope not," replied Mrs. Legh; " but I 
am afraid she is rather sly." 

" She is very sly, if she arranged a meeting 
here with Lord Carlyon. I wish I had gone 
out before he came. Who are those Westons^ 
Mrs. Legh, can you tell me ? " 

" Of course, I know nothing really ; but 
there are very odd stories about. I don't 



L 
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like repeating gossip, but every one believes 
that Evelyn Weston is Sir Charles Desmond's 
daughter." 

" Sir Charles Desmond's daughter I " said 
Lady Helen, looking very much taken aback. 
" I had no idea of anything of the kind." 

" Of course not ; but every one believes it, 
•and it certainly is a great disadvantage to the 
girl." 

" Did you ever hear that Sir Charles is 
married, Mrs. Legh ? I heard something of 
it abroad, and that he is separated from his 
wife." 

" If he is married, I should think he is very 
likely to be separated from his wife ; but we 
know nothing of him in Ashford, except the 
reports about Evelyn." 

" I suppose that picture at the Manor has 
some connection with these stories." 

" No doubt it has. There are other things. 
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I believe Mrs. Weston occasionally writes to 
Sir Charles. I wonder who his wife was ; 
did you ever hear, Lady Helen ? 

" I heard she was English, and low bom ; 
that is all I know. I can't at all understand 
it. If Evelyn is his daughter, what can she 
be doing here ? It is such a very wonderful 
arrangement altogether." 

" I should think Sir Charles does not want 
her with him," said Mrs. Legh. " You have 
met him, have you not ? what did you think 
of him ? " 

"He was very handsome and agreeable; 
but it is a long time since I knew him ; I am 
afraid he was not well thought of in any 
way. 

" I suppose not; Mrs. Weston often throws 
out dark hints. I remember once speaking 
to her about Evelyn, and she said, ' you 
look down on her now, but some day you 
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wiU be surprised/ I was very neariy telling 
lier I should not be at all surprised, for I 
-quite knew wbat she meant." 

"I don't know," said Lady Helen, "that 
we need bother ourselves about them ; it does 
not really matter who Mrs. Weston and her 
granddaughter are. I shall be careful in the 
future; don't tell my aunt what you have 
told me ; she dislikes those people so much, 
that I must tell her in my own way." 

After Mrs: Legh had partaken of some tea, 
;and gone home. Lady Helen and her aunt 
were together. The latter said — 

" You are rather silent, my dear, what are 
you thinking about ? " 

" I am thinking about a very curious story 
I heard to-day about the Westons." 

" I have no doubt there are several curious 
stories belonging to them," said Lady Janet. 
" I never thought they were nice ! what is 
this one?" 
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" Only that Evelyn is Sir Charles Des- 
mond's daughter." 

"Well, I should not be surprised," said 
Lady Janet, after a minute's pause. 

" But what can she be doing here ? " 

" My dear, I am sure I don't know ; the 
mysteries of that gentleman's domestic 
arrangements are quite beyond my compre- 
hension." 

" I was very much taken aback, when T 
heard it." 

" Well, I only hope you will not take her 
about with you any more ; knowing what we 
do know of Sir Charles, it would never do." 

" I should think not ! " exclaimed Lady 
Helen, angrily, "I would rather go about 
with the shabbiest beggar girl I could find, 
than with Sir Charles Desmond's daughter.. 
I wish I had heard it sooner; being a stranger,. 
I think I ought to have been told." 
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"Well, you have been told now, so you 
must act upon it ; I have no doubt Colonel 
Desmond can enlighten us on the subject." 

" I don't know that I should like to ask 
him. I did sound him at Oakley about them,, 
but he would not say a word. I daresay he 
thought it would be too much for my feelings 
if he did." 

" He was wise not to say anything there/*^ 
replied Lady Janet, " you had the young lady 
under your charge, and were obliged to see 
her safe home." 

" I wonder Colonel Desmond has not been 
over here ; he said he meant to call." 

"I have no doubt he will come soon, and 
if you do not like asking him, I will; wo 
must make out if we can who these people 
are ; you must not run your head against a 
wall." 

" No," said Lady Helen, " I did that once, 
and it was quite enough for me." 
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CHAPTER IV. 

Sib John and Lady Gresham were very 
anxious that Lady Helen Drummond should 
^njoy her visit at Coombe. They were well 
off, but not rich, and the advent of the wealthy 
widow into the neighbourhood interested 
them greatly, for they had several grown up 
fions. 

This interest was rather increased after the 
Oakley dance. There Lady Gresham met 

and talked to the lady, ascertaining that she 
was handsome and agreeable as well as rich. 
Mr. Gresham, Sir John's eldest son, was 
nearly thirty, and it was quite time he was 
married, as his father was anxious he should 
be, but he also wished him to marry some 
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one with money. It was not to be wondered 
at if Lady Gresham took the first oppor- 
tunity of bringing her son and Lady Helen 
together, that she might see what would come 
of it. 

Lady Helen enjoyed her visit at Coombe 
very much. There was a large party staying 
in the house, and a dance was to be given one 
night. Lady Gresham was kind, Mr. Gres- 
ham pleasant and attentive, so the whole 
thing seemed to go off well. 

The evening fixed for the dance was the 
last before the party broke up. It was not 
to be a very large one, only just the neigh- 
bouring families being asked. 

Lady Helen was upstairs dressing, and felt 
rather astonished at the number of carriages 
she heard arriving. She hurried down, fear- 
ing to find herself late, and found a great 
many people already arrived. The first per- 
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«on she met on entering the baU-room was 
Mr. Gresham. 

"I hope I am not behindhand,'* she said, 
*' but I heard so many carriages that I got 
into a fright/' 

" No, you are in very good time ; we are 
rather waiting for the Wyndham's, who are 
bringing a large party/' 

" I fancy they have just arrived ; as I 
came through the hall I caught sight of Mr. 
Wyndham/' 

" They have a lot of strangers staying at 
Oakley this week ; of course, we asked them 
all, or as many as liked to come. Here they 
are, and I am sure I never set eyes on one 
of them before.'* 

"They have come in great force," said 
Lady Helen. 

" Yes ; my mother seems to have found an 
old friend. I wonder who he is, that tall. 
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•dark man she is speaking to now. I never 
^aw him to my knowledge, but I seem to re- 
member his face." 

Lady Helen turned to look, and then said 
quickly, " That is Sir Charles Desmond 
speaking to Lady Gresham. Did you know 
he was in England ? " 

" I heard nothing about him ; certainly not 
that he was likely to be here to-night." 

" No, more had I ; I don't think he was 
expected in Ashford. He must have wished 
to take every one by surprise." 

" You will dance this quadrille with me, I 
hope Lady Helen," said Mr. Gresham, offer- 
ing her his arm, and leading her to the top 
of the room. They were met by Mr. Wynd- 
ham, and, after talking for a minute, he 
said — 

"I have brought an old friend of yours 
to-night. Lady Helen — Sir Charles Desmond. 
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I believe he had the pleasure of meeting you? 
abroad." 

" Yes, it was some years ago at Florence/*' 
she answered, turning to bow to Sir Charles,, 
who was standing a little way o£E. He came 
forward, saying — 

" Our acquaintance was so slight, Lady 
Helen, I almost feared you would not remem- 
ber me, so I asked Mr. Wyndham to introduce 
me to you again." 

" I had nearly forgotten you. Sir Charles^ 
but now I see you again, and have your 
name, I quite recollect who you are, and 
where we met." 

Sir Charles looked rather astonished, and 
Lady Helen, with Mr. Gresham, moved on. 

" I took Desmond up to Lady Helen, *^ said 
Mr. Wyndham, to his wife, " as he asked me, 
but she did not seem very pleased to see 
him." 
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Perhaps not ; I daresay slie thinks he is 
come to look after her." 

" Yery likely he is. You don't blame him, 
do you ? " 

" Not at all, only it will be no use. She 
will look higher than that ; she does not think 
very little of herself." 

"Well, here comes the Colonel. What 
will he say to his cousin's arrival ? " 

" How are you, Mrs. Wyndham," said 
Colonel Desmond, " there is quite a large party 
here to-night." 

" Yes ; do you see who we have brought?" 

" No ! Why is not that Sir Charles ? where 
in the world did he spring from. You don't 
mean to tell me that you brought him ? " 

"We did," said Mr. Wyndham, " I travelled 
from London yesterday with him ; he was on 
his way to Ashford. I asked him to come to 
us to-day for this dance." 

E 



60 ASHFOED. 



" He has been to Ashf ord, then ? *' 

" Yes, he was there last ^ight ; I introduced 
him at once to Lady Helen Drummond, but 
she did not seem to have very much to say to 
him." 

" Why should she ?'* said Colonel Desmond, 
" he is not a very desirable acquaintance for 
any one." 

" I wonder what will come of it ? " said Mr. 
Wyndham, " he will be living quite close to 
her, and he is very handsome." 

" Nothing will come of it," said Colonel 
Desmond. " Lady Helen has too much sense 
ever to think of Sir Charles." 

"Why don't you try your luck in that 
quarter ? " 

" It would not be much use if I did." 

" I see you agree with me," said Mrs. 
Wyndham ; " I think her ladyship will look 
very high." 
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" Thank you, for your exalted opinion of 
the Desmonds, Mrs. Wyndham ; for my part, 
I have no idea in what direction Lady Helen 
may look, or even if she is likely to look at 
all," 

" Fred Gresham is very attentive ; that 
would be a suitable match, and Lady Gresham 
quite means it." 

" It would be more to the purpose, if Lady 
Helen meant it. I must see whether she will 
dance with me ; I shall not have many oppor- 
tunities of asking her.'* 

" Ah ! I am so ^orry you are going,'* said 
Mrs. Wyndham. 

" Thank you. I am very sorry indeed to 
leave England, and my home here." 

" Is it quite necessary ; are you really 
obliged to go ? " 

" I am afraid so ; there is no escape for 



me. 
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Colonel Desmond at last got away from 
Mrs. Wyndham, and made his way to Lady 
Helen to ask if she would dance with him. 

" The next waltz, if you like," she answered. 
'' Will that do ? but, Colonel Desmond, what 
made you look so cross when you were talking 
to Mrs. Wyndham ? " 

" I did not know my face was so expressive ; 
for a tiresome man and a stupid woman 
commend me to our county member and his 
wife." 

" They are a well-matched couple, then ? " 
said Lady Helen. " I am sorry to hear you 
are leaving England so soon. Is it not a 
sudden resolution ? " 

" Yes I I had neglected my duty so long, 
that at last I thought I would for once try 
and do it. It is too long a story to afflict you 
with. Lady Helen, or I would tell you how 
it has come to pass." 



^ 
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" You will have plenty of time to tell me 
anything you like when our dance takes 
place. I shall be very glad to hear it/' 

Just then Lord Carlyon came up to remind 
Lady Helen that she had promised him the 
Lancers ; so the conversation ceased. 

Sir Charles Desmond spent his evening 
walking about to renew his acquaintance with 
such of Sir John Gresham's guests as re- 
membered him in former times. He was a 
tall, dark, very handsome man, of about forty 
years of ag^ ; he seemed to have very agree^ 
able and pleasant manners. It was remarked, 
however, that his cousin never spoke to him, 
and that after the short greeting, when he 
first arrived, there was no further recognition 

» 

between the baronet and his future neighbour, 
Lady Helen Drummond. People wondered 
whether this was accidental, but they rather 
inclined to the belief that it was not. 
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It was nearly the end of the evening, and 
Lady Helen had been dancing a second time 
with Colonel Desmond, when she suddenly 
said to him — 

" Do you know I have been longing to ask 
you a quiestion, but I hardly can find the 
right words to put it in ? " 

" Never mind the words ; ask me anything^ 
you like ; if I can, I will answer you." 

** Can you tell me who Evelyn Weston is ? '^ 

" That is a difficult question. I really know 
nothing ; I have heard the stories about her 
over and over again, but I have always kept 
clear of the whole lot ; I have made no 
enquiries on the subject.' 

" I never was told anything at all till last 
week. Do you believe the story. Colonel 
Desmond ? " 

" If you ask me straight out, I must own 
that I do." 



19 
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"But what has become of Lady Desmond? 
I suppose she was the girl's mother ? '* 

" I believe that woman died about three 
years ago." 

'* Why do you call her that woman. She 
never did any harm, did she ? " 

"Not that I know of; probably Evelyn 
is her daughter, but, as you can understand. 
Sir Charles is not likely to confide his private 
affairs to me." 

" I wonder what brought him to England 
fio suddenly ? " 

" A desire for change, perhaps. I can only 
hope his presence at Ashf ord will not be any 
annoyance to you." 

" Not in the least, I assure you. If he does 
come and live near me, I will take care not 
to see more of him than I wish. It is all 
very wrong and disgraceful ; I wish I had 
heard it all sooner. Is Mrs. Weston Evelyn's 
grandmother ? '* 
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" I don't believe she is any relation, though 
who the old humbug is, I have not the least 
idea. I fancy the girl herself has no idea of 
any mystery." 

'* No, or she would not have been so anxious 
to tell me all the gossip she could about Sir 
Charles the first time I saw her. Ivlrs. Weston 
looked uncomfortable, and tried to stop her, 
but it would not do. Well, perhaps our 
doubts will soon be at rest." 

'* I was away when you first came to Ash- 
ford, Lady Helen, or I almost think I should 
have ventured to enlighten you a little, but I 
never for one moment imagined that Sir 
Charles would show his face in this part of 
the world, or that the Wyndhams would be 
so foolish as to take him up, if he did." 

" That is their affair, not ours. Thank you 
for what you have told me. Only one thing 
more. Colonel Desmond, and then we may 
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-drop the subject. Have you spoken to Sir 
^Charles this evening ? " 

" No; I never speak to him, Lady Helen." 

" I know why you quarrelled, Colonel 
Desmond ; I must remember that. I think — ^I 
.-almost think it would be better if you spoke 
to him now." 

" I had much rather you asked me to kick 
him out of the house." 

" But I don't at all wish that. My only 
reason for wishing the other is because the 
past is quite past now, and I for one don't 
want it recalled in any way." 

" Then I will do as you wish," said Colonel 
Desmond. 

" Thank you," said Lady Helen. " There 
are a great many people here to-night," she 
went on ; "I - expected only a small party. 
This is a good room for dancing. I suppose 
the Grreshams must be an old family ? Judging 
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from the collection of portraits, by which the 
walls are adorned, they seem to have had a 
weakness for having their pictures taken." 

" I suppose it is high treason to say such a 
thing," said Colonel Desmond, " but I must 
own that a collection of family portraits ia 
about the most hideous thing in the world." 

" I think so," replied Lady Helen ; " at 
all events, I am not bothered by my ancestors 
at Ashford. They don't scowl at me from 
the walls there. They are all entailed, and 
go with the title." 

" So are mine," added Colonel Desmond. 
" They are packed away somewhere in the 
Manor House ; it is rather a pity, for there 
are some good paintings amongst them." 

" Well, we must not sit here any longer,"' 
said Lady Helen, getting up. " The dance is 
quite over, and I am keeping you shame- 
fully/ 



jj 
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" Not in tliQ least, but Sir Charles has been 
watching us for some time." 

" Then I hope he is pleased with, what he 
sees/' 

Sir John and Lady Gresham were not very 
delighted at the unexpected addition to their 
guests brought by Mr. and Mrs. Wyndham. 
Sir John said as much to Lord Carlyon when 
the Oakley party were gone. 

" What would' you have ? *' said Lord 
Carlyon. " Mr. Wyndham cannot help being 
an ass. I daresay he asked Sir Charles with- 
out thinking about it.'* 

" Then he should think about it before he 
brings all sorts of people into my house," 
retorted Sir John. " I am very much vexed 
about it." 

" I wonder what Sir Charles will do now ? " 
went on Lord Carlyon. " Of course he has 
come back to look after the lovelv widow ; ho 



will settle down under her nose I am sure, 
and see what he can make of her." 

" He has some near relations in the place, 
I believe ? " said Sir John. 

"Ah! sol understand. My fair friend, 
Miss "Weston. "What a pity she is not here 
to-night. "Why is she not asked ? " 

Sir John looked at Lord Carlyon for a 
minute, and then said — 

" It was a great mistake asking her to 
Oakley, and it was a blunder Lady Gresham 
had no wish to imitate." 
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CHAPTER V. 

For a few days after tlie dance at Coombe, 
nothing was talked of in the neighbourhood 
but Sir Charles Desmond and his return. 

It appeared also that there really was some-' 
thing to talk about in it. Sir Charles had 
sown all his wild oats — at least he said so — and 
meant to settle down to lead a quiet life in 
future. He owned that Evelyn Weston was 
his daughter, a fact that most people had 
suspected, but he also owned his marriage, 
which no one had guessed. 

Lady Desmond had been his inferior in 
birth ; she had now been dead some years, 
the latter part of her life having been spent 
in a lunatic asylum. Sir Charles had been 
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married very young, almost before lie was of 
age, and, of course, the union had turned 
out very badly. 

Evelyn was the only child, and when her 
mother's illness began her father had placed 
her under the care of Mrs. Weston, who he 
described as an old and valued friend. That 
lady had brought up Evelyn Desmond as her 
own grandchild, never allowing her to know 
what a splendid destiny awaited her, for Sir 
Charles declared that his intention had always 
been to return to England when his daughter 
was grown up, and to live at Ashf ord with 
her as his companion. ** They would have 
enough for comfort," he said, " and neither of 
them would want anything more." 

All this was poured into Lady Janet 
Gordon's very unsympathising ears by Mrs. 
Wyndham, who had come to Ashford on pur- 
pose to tell her about it. 
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*' I don't think all this makes any better of 
Tiim," said Lady Janet, ** he never acknow- 
ledged his wife till she was dead, and could 
not contradict anything he chose to say.*' 

" But his daughter, surely you think he is 
right in owning her ? " 

" He ought to have done that long ago; it 
is a case of better late than never. 1 daresay 
he has only done it now because he expects 
to get something by it." 

" He knew she was well taken care of. Mrs. 
Weston, in whom he placed the most implicit 
confidence, was. Sir Charles tells me, a 
very valued friend of his late mother's." 

"She was a very vulgar friend of his late 
mother's," put in Lady Janet. " I don't 
mean to say a word against her, but she is 
not at all fit to have the charge of a young 
lady. It would have been much better to 
have sent the girl to a good school, where 
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she would have been taught how to behave. 
She cannot have learnt much from Mrs. 
Weston ; her great talent seems to be f or 
gossip. She has already managed to pick up 
a great many nasty stories about her father." 

" That is extremely wrong," said Mrs.^ 
Wyndham. ** Mrs. Weston should not have 
allowed such a thing. I am afraid Miss 
Desmond has not been very well brought up." 

" I should think she has not been brought 
up at all," replied Lady Janet, " she has just 
scrambled up how she liked. It is not her 
fault, poor girl ; I am afraid now she will 
never have much chance of doing better." 

" Did you not meet Sir Charles abroad?" 
said Mrs. Wyndham, changing the subject. 

" Yes ; we met him one winter at 
Florence." 

" Did you see much of him ; did you like 
him ? " 
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** I am Sony to say he had such a bad 
character everywhere that we thought it 
"better to drop his acquaintance. For one 
tiling he was a great gambler ; my niece and 
I both feel very sorry that he has come b^tck 
to Ashford, as it may be awkward/* 

" But he has quite reformed and settled 
down now, and he will be living close to you.'* 

** I am sorry to say he will, but we intend 
to see as little of him as we possibly can. 
We are such near neighbours that we must 
know him, either very well or hardly at all, 
and we have decided on the latter. It is only 
for his daughter's sake that my niece will do 
even as much as that. She has seen a great 
deal of her, and is naturally unwilling to 
throw her quite over." 

'^ Sir Charles is most grateful to Lady Helen 

m 

for her kindness to Evelyn." 

" He need not take the trouble ; he must 
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remember that any kindness shown to Evelyn 
was not meant for his daughter, but for 
Evelyn Weston, the granddaughter of Lady 
Helen's tenant. Now, my niece can act ex- 
actly as she pleases." 

" Well, I must really be going," said Mrs. 
Wyndham, as she rose to take leave. " I am 
afraid I have made quite a visitation. Re- 
member me kindly to Lady Helen; I am 
sorry to have missed her." 

" I daresay Sir Charles asked her to come 
here and tell me all that stuff," thought Lady 
Janet to herself; " well, she did not get very 
much out of me." 

Lady Helen Drummoiid and her aunt left 
Ashf ord for London the day after Mrs. Wynd- 
ham's call. They were away for a fortnight. 
On their return they found Sir Charles 
Desmond domesticated at the Cottage. Their 
first meeting with him took place on Sunday, 
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after church. As they came through the 
churchyard, they saw Sir Charles and his 
daughter decidedly waiting for them at the 
gate. 

Lady Helen stopped for a minute to speak 
to Evelyn, who evidently expected it. 

" Well, Evelyn," she began, " I must con- 
gratulate you on your good fortune. You 
haye found your father. I hope you and he 
will be very happy together. It will be some 
time before we are quite accustomed to your 
change of name." 

" Thank you. Lady Helen. May I come 
up and see you; I think you know my 
father?" 

" Yes ; Sir Charles and I met once abroad, 
but it is many years ago." 

" Will you allow me, Lady Helen, to thank 
you for all your goodness to my daughter," 
said Sir Charles. 
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" Nay; I have no claim to your gratitude. 
When I came to Ashford, Evelyn was living^ 
a lonely life with Mrs. Weston. They had 
few friends, and were my nearest neighbours ; 
as such, they seemed to have a claim on me, 
that is all." 

" I hope you will remain her friend still." 

" I hope that she will never want one now 
she has you. Come and see me any day this 
week, Evelyn," she added, " when your father 
can spare you. Of course, I shall not expect 
you often now, you will have so much less time 
to yourself." 

" Why did you tell her to come, Helen ? ** 
asked Lady Janet, as they were walking home . 
" She had much better keep away. I don't 
want to see much of her, and you had better 
not." 

" I mean to make her understand she is not 
to come too often. I will do it once for 
aU." 
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" You will be clever, then. Where there 
is a will there is a way : unless you keep all 
the doors locked you will not be able to 
stop their coming." 

"They will keep out when they find 
there is nothing to be gained by getting 
in," replied Lady Helen. 

A few days later Colonel Desmond rode 
over to Ashford. He first paid a short 
visit at the Cottage, and then went on to 
the Park to call on the ladies there. 

He found them both at home, and very 
pleased to see him. 

"I should have been here sooner. Lady 
Helen,'* he said, " but I heard you were 
away from home. To-day I managed to 
combine duty with pleasure, for I made a 
formal call on my cousin on my way." 

" I am glad you have been," she rephed. 
" Did you find them at home ? How do the 
happy family look?" 
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" Rather forlorn," said Colonel Desmond, 
laughing, " but I must own that Sir Charles*^ 
endeavours to play the part of an affectionate 
father were very successful. 

"Do you think he is really kind to his 
daughter ? " 

"I am sure I don't know. I have not 
very much confidence in him. I should say 
his principal employment is smoking; the 
whole house smells of tobacco." 

" I wonder what he can have to da 
there," said Lady Janet, " he must find it 
very dull." 

" No doubt he does, and he will not stay 
long. He talks of fitting up the Manor House, 
but he will never get the money, and he will 
soon be tired of the Cottage." 

" The sooner he goes again the better ; 
but some people have taken him up very 
warmly, the Wyndhams amongst them." 
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'* And a good many more will not notice 
him at all; so I don't know how it will end.'* 

" There is the door bell," said Lady Helen. 
** Who can be coming this cold day ? it looks 
so Uke raiQ, too." 

" Miss Desmond," announced the butler, in 
a minute. 

" Why, Evelyn," said Lady Helen, going 
to meet her, " what a day for you to be out. 
I have been expecting you all this week. Why 
did not you come sooner ? " 

" I thought I should be certain to find you 
at home to-day," said Evelyn, " and I wanted 
very much indeed to see you." 

" Well, I have something to say to you ; 
so if you will come with me for a few 
minutes to my sitting-room we can talk 
there . Colonel Desmond, my aunt will take 
care of you whilst I am gone. I shall not be 
long." 
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Lady Helen led the way into another room, 
not. far ofE the library. She sat down, telling 
Evelyn to do the same. 

"Jfow my dear," she began, what have 
you got to tell me ? I hope it is that you 
and your father are very comfortable to- 
gether." 

" Oh, Lady Helen, I am so happy," began 
Evelyn. " My father is so good and kind to 



me." 



a 



I am very glad to hear that. It must be 
a great comfort to yoii to have your father 
home again." 

" Indeed it is ; and. Lady Helen, my father 
talks so much about you, and your kindness 
to me. He says I ought to be very grateful 
to you, and that it is a great advantage to me 
to know you." 

" I am very much obliged to your father 
for his good opinion of me ; but, Evelyn, I 



ASHPOBD. 73 



T^ant you to understand, that, now you have 
him with you, I shall not expect to see you 
as often as I have done.'* 

" Why not ? My father could always spare 
me to come here ; he admires you so much. 
Lady Helen, more than any one he knows ; he 
always says so, and he wishes me to imitate 
you in every way/' 

" I am sorry to disappoint you, Evelyn ; 
.but still you must not come here now, quite 
in the way you have done lately. It would 
not be right for a great many reasons, which 
I cannot explain to you. One is that you 
yourself are in a very different position since 
Sir Charles Desmond's return." 

" What has my father done. Lady Helen ? 
He likes you so much, and you used to like 
me ; but you have quite changed now. My 
father says he thinks he has offended you ; 
won't you forgive him ? " 
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" Evelyn, I am very sorry ; but you make 
me speak out plainer than I wished. I do not 
choose to be at all intimate with your father, 
and I cannot see a great deal of you without 
being so. I did meet Sir Charles abroad, and 
he did offend me. For your sake I will look 
that over, partially; but we can never be 
friends again." 

" Must I tell him so ? " 

" You can if you like. I have no objec- 
tion." 

" Then I am not to come here whenever I 
wish?" 

"No; you must only come when I ask 
you. I am very grieved that it should be so,, 
but it cannot be helped." 

'^ It will make my father unhappy," con- 
tinued Evelyn. " He did so long for yqur 
friendship and good opinion." 

**^We had better return to the library," 
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said Lady Helen. " You must have some tea 
before you walk home this cold day." 

" You soon followed me here," said Colonel 
Desmond to Evelyn, when she and Lady 
Helen entered the other room. " You must 
have walked fast." 

" I am a good walker," she replied, " and 
I came through the Park." 

"I declare there is another ring at the 
bell," exclaimed Lady Janet. " Who can it 
be?" 

*'It is your father, Evelyn, I think," said 
Lady Helen. " I suppose he is come to fetch 

you." , 

It was Sir Charles, who had come to escort 
his daughter home. It was late, and he did 
not wish her to return alone. Would Lady 
Helen excuse him. 

" Certainly," replied Lady Helen. " It ia 
very late for Evelyn to be out alone. Will 
you have a cup of tea, Sir Charles ? " 
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" I thank you. I should enjoy one very 
much." 

Sir Charles sat down and began to make 
himself agreeable. He was talking about the 
Wyndhams and Oakley, and all the people 
he had met there at dinner the night be- 
fore. 

"It was all very well done," he said. 
^' The dinner good, and the company pleasant. 
There was a wonderful heiress as well, a Miss 
Coventry. You know her, Arthur, I sup- 
pose. She lives not far from your place." 

" Yes ; I know her very well," said Colonel 
Desmond. 

" Then what are you thinkiog of ? Miss 
Coventry would be better than Jamaica." 

"I have too much respect for Miss 
Coventry to try and marry her for her 
money." 

" She would not expect any one to marry 
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her for her beauty or her talents, I imagine ; 
she certainly is very plain. Do you know her, 
Lady Helen ? " 

" She has called on me, and I have re- 
turned her call." 

" Well, I would not be proud if I were 
you, Arthur. Miss Coventry is plain and 
stupid; but you cannot have everything." 

" I am aware of that fact," replied Colonel 
Desmond ; " but I must be ofE, Lady Helen. 
I have stayed a long time, I am afraid." 

" I am very glad to have seen you. I hope 
now you have once found your way you will 
come again." 

" I will, thank you. What a magnificent 
dog you have. I mean the one I saw in the 
haU." 

" That is my last acquisition, and my 
greatest pet. I got him for a guard in my 
walks." 
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" You are very wise to have one. There 
are often tramps and queer people about." 

" So I thought," said Lady Helen. '' With 
Niger I am quite safe." 

" Arthur did not much like my chafE about 
the heiress," said Sir Charles. " I think he 
is rather down about leaving England." 

" Naturally," said Lady Helen. " Do you 
like Ashford, Sir Charles ? " 

" I do. We have found some very kind 
friends. I hope soon to be at the Manor, 
with Evelyn ; she tells me that gardening is 
one of her pleasures. When we have a home 
of our o.wn she may indulge her taste for it." 

"Is he not kind. Lady Helen?" put in 
Evelyn admiringly. " He has promised me 
all sorts of things when we get to the Manor 
— a garden, and a horse to ride as well." 

" That will be charming for you. You will 
enjoy riding very much, I should think." 
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"Do you ever ride now. Lady Helen?" 
.asked Sir Oharles. 

" Yery rarely ; I have nearly given it up." 

Sir Charles, seeing that his daughter was 
at that moment engaging Lady Janet's atten- 
tion, drew a little nearer to his hostess, saying 
to her in a low tone — 

" I should very much like to ask your ad- 
vice on a matter of great importance to me. 
We see a great deal just now of a young 
feUow who lives in this neighbourhood. I 
mean Lord Carlyon. He often calls at the 
Cottage on his way home from hunting. I 
have no doubt that Evelyn is the attraction. 

Of course I feel anxious. You know him, I 

* 

am sure. Do you like him ?" 

" I have seen him, I think, three times. I 
am as much a stranger here as you are, Sir 
Charles, and can tell you nothing about him. 
Ton should ask Mrs. Wyndham, who has 
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lived in the county all her life, and know^ 
Lord Carlyon very well. She could answer 
your question." 

" Sir Charles," said Lady Janet coming 
forward, "do you see it is raining; it will 
pour directly. You should take your daughter 
home, or she will be wet through." 

" My aunt is right," said Lady Helen. " I 
don't wish to be inhospitable, but I think you 
ought to go." 

"Good-by, then," said Sir Charles. '' I 
am very glad to find you and Lady Janet 
looking so well." 

" I must confess that I hate that man," 
said Lady Janet, as soon as the door was 
closed. 

" I thought he never meant to go," replied 
Lady Helen. *'I believe he would have sat 
there for ever if you had not started him." 

" My dear, I do hope you will be careful.'* 
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" I think we are careful, for we turned him 
out of the house." 

** I wish you hated him as much as I 
do." 

"He is not worth it. Is there not a say- 
ing, * No love, no hate ?' " 

" If you are going to talk nonsense, I will 
not say any more." 

" I don't think I am very fond of Sir 
Charles, but I don't consider him quite so 
dangerous as you seem to do." ^ 

*^Take care, or you will be drawn into 
marrying him, before you know where you 



are. 



" Never say that to me again," exclaimed 
Lady Helen, with a flash in her eye. " You 
know I would not do such a thing." 

" I know you don't mean it now, but he is 
handsome and agreeable, and I dread his 
regaining any influence over you." 

a 
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"He never will; so you need not be 
afraid." 

" What did you say to Evelyn ? " 

" I told her never to come here unless I 
asked her. Will that do ?" 

" I had rather you told her never to come 
at all." 

Lady Helen fairly burst out laughing. 

" My dear aunt," she said, " please do not 
make my life and your own miserable by con- 
tinually worrying about these Desmonds. They 
will not hurt you. We shall not see much 
of them, and if they are tiresome we can go 
away; only do not keep digging up that 
wretched subject. Let us forget it altogether." 
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CHAPTER VI. 

Evelyn Desmond had a bad time of it that 
a^ftemoon with her father. Sir Charles was 
very angry with Lady Janet Gordon, who he 
thought had meant to snub him. Neither 
^svas he pleased at the results of his daugh- 
ter's interview with Lady Helen; he felt 
-quite certain that the former had said some- 
thing that ought to have been left unsaid. 

" Indeed I did not," replied Evelyn. '' 1 
could not make her listen to me ; she was 
quite determined not to hear a word, and the 
only thing she wanted me for was to make 
me understand what she meant." 

** Well, it can't be helped; we must try 
another plan." 
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" How did you manage to offend her ?" 

" I am sure I don't know. Only some fancy^ 
of hers, I think. Perhaps, on some occasion^ 
I did not pay her quite as much attention as 
she wished.'* 

" She is very stupid and tiresome," con- 
tinned Evelyn. " I once went to a ball with 
her, and she looked after me so much that I 
could not enjoy myself at all." 

" I suppose she thinks that having once 
been very nearly off the line herself, makes it 
incumbent on her to be very strict with any- 
body else." 

" Off the line I What do you mean ? When 
was it?" 

" I am not going to tell you any more ; and 
never let me catch you repeating anything I 
say^ to you." 

"I won't repeat it, though I can't bear 
Lady Helen. Sometimes she used to be very 
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tind, and then she would catch me up and 
scold me all for nothing/' 

** I suppose she thinks that having so much 
money has made her into a real grandee, so 
«he says what she likes to you." 

" When did you know her?" 

"When she was younger and better look- 
ing than she is now, not to mention her being 
much better tempered. Beggars must not 
be choosers, so we must put up with her airs 
for the present." 

" Do you like her ?" 

"My dear, I should like any unmarried 
woman who had twenty thousand a year. I 
am tired of poverty. I wish to be rich and 
respectable." 

" Then you came home to see after her?" 

" Yes ; but I also wanted to see after you. 
Mind, Evelyn, I did know Lady Helen Drum^ 
mond very well abroad ; she was very fond 
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of me once. I do not see why she should 
not be very fond of me again." 

" Then you mean to marry her ?" 

" Such is my intention." 

" I am not sure that I should like it." 

" Then you must look out for yourself ; but 
I will give you one word of advice. Don't 
think too much of Lord Carlyon — don't let 
any fancy for him stand in your light." 

" Lord Carlyon likes coming here." 

" He does ; but that means nothing. There 
is that Mr. Wallace we met last night at 
Oakley ; he has a good income, and was very 
much taken with you." 

" Mr. Wallace ! No, thank you ; not for 
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" Well, take your own way ; but remember ,^ 
I have warned you. If you will not listen to 
me, I cannot help it." 

Sir Charles Desmond went out to smoke a 
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cigar, leaving Evelyn in a very bad humour. 
She was very much attracted by Lord 
Carlyon, who had for the last few weeks 
been carrying on a most determined flirtation 
with her, often calling in at the Cottage on 
his way home from hunting, and staying there 
for an hour or so. Sir Charles, however, was 
most anxious to get his daughter married and 
out of his way ; and, though he did not 
object to her flirting as much as she wished 
with Lord Carlyon, he did not intend to allow 
any amusement of that kind to interfere with 
aay plan he himself might form for her. Mr. 
Wallace was a young clergyman, with a nice 
living, and a nice fortune besides ; he ad- 
mired Evelyn very much, and was able to 
please himself. Sir Charles thought he 
would be a desirable son-in-law, and made up 
his mind that the young lady must accept 
him, whether she liked it or not, should he by 
any chance make her an offer. 
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His own affairs were not progressing very 
favourably. Sir Charles Desmond had once 
known Lady Helen Drummond well, but he 
was aware that he had offended her deeply, 
and in a manner she would be little likely to 
forgive. He did not, however, despair ; he 
was very handsome, and agreeable ; he was a 
good actor, and could on occasion hide his 
natural coarseness, appearing a perfect 
gentleman. His great wish was to obtain a 
private interview with her, and plead his 
cause then. It was very difl&cult to do so, 
because Lady Helen carefully avoided meet- 
ing him. The best chance was to try and 
see her some day when she was walking 
alone — which she often did, as Lady Janet 
was not able to go with her. So he took to 
haunting the lanes, but it was all of no use ; 
if he went one way. Lady Helen was sure to 
go another, and he just missed her. 
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At length fortune favoured him. One 
afternoon Sir Charles Desmond was as usual 
ivandering about in an apparently aimless 
manner, when he all at once saw the object of 
his search coming along the road in front of 
him, followed closely as usual by her four- 
footed companion. Lady Helen, however, 
turned off, and went into a cottage by the 
roadside. Sir Charles thought she must 
have seen him, and meant to get out of his 
way. He did not like to go too near the 
cottage, as Niger was lying outside, and 
he was afraid he would bark, and warn his 
mistress that some one was near. So he 
quietly slipped into a gateway, feeling quite 
sure it would not be long before she re- 
appeared, as it was getting late, and the days 
were short. 

After a little while,. Lady Helen came out 
of the cottage, and, thinking the coast was 
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clear, she walked rapidly along towards 
home. Suddenly Sir Charles Desmond 
emerged from his place of refuge, and, 
advancing into the road, stood just in front 
of her. 

" I beg your pardon, Lady Helen," he 
began, " I hope I did not startle you ; but I 
very much wish for a few minutes conversa- 
tion. Will you allow me to walk home with 
you ? " 

'' I had rather you did not," replied Lady 
Helen. " I do not know what you can 
possibly wish to say to me ; but whatever it 
is, you must say it here at once, in as few 
words as possible. I will wait whilst you 
speak to me. I have no wish for your com- 
pany in my walk." 

" You are very hard on me." 

" Not in the least ; go on." 

" I am not going to refer to the past." 
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" I should not listen to you, if you did.'* 
" But you must let me ask for your for- 
giveness. I know now how wrong I was, 
but, at least, my fault was caused by my love 
for you. You must feel that I was mad, I 
hardly cared what I did. I would have 
given my whole life to make you happy — I 
will do it now, if you will let me. I ask, is 
my fault quite unpardonable ? " 

" Quite," replied Lady Helen. " It is one 
that I never could look over or forget. I 
don't believe you ever cared in the least about 
me. All you cared for was to gratify a 
selfish wish. You were nothing but a coward, 
who, having deceived and deserted one 
woman, tried to ruin another, and now you 
come to me, trying to excuse yourself by 
talking nonsense about love. I tell you 
honestly I will not have anything from you,, 
either now or at any future time." 
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" You speak plainly, at all events," he re- 
plied. " You will not listen to any excuses I 
may make ; you have no idea how miserable I 
was till I met you ; then everything seemed 
<5hanged to me. Can you wonder that I was 
prepared to sacrifice everything for you. 
Whatever you may think, I did love you most 
sincerely, devotedly. You can never imagine 
what my married life had been." 

" I don't want to hear anything about your 
married life," said Lady Helen, passionately, 
** don't insult me by speaking of it before me. 
It was quite enough for me to know that you 
were married, that the faith and love you pre- 
tended to offer to me were not yours to give 
but belonged to another woman, and that by 
offering them you only injured me more 
deeply still. Sir Charles, I will not hear 
another word from you on the subject; if you 
have said all you wish to say we had better 
Beparate." 
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" You are very hard on me, Lady Helen, "^ 
went on Sir Charles, " I have done all I could- 
I have asked for your forgiveness, and I have 
offered the only reparation in my power. You 
refuse to give me the first, and you despise 
the second. I can only wish you good-by, as 
you desire. I hope your future life may be 
happy. You may find some one more worthy 
of you, but you will never meet with any one 
who loves you better than I did, and still do, 
though you will not believe it." 

" I do not refuse you my forgiveness," re- 
plied Lady Helen ; " if you value it, you may 
have it, but one thing more I must say now. 
1 do not choose to have any great intimacy be- 
tweenyourfamilyandmine; for your daughter's 
sake I will be friendly with you. I do not 
wish to drop her entirely, as at one time I 
saw her often. I am sorry if I have appeared 
to be unkind, but there was no help for it." 

" I accept your forgiveness, such as it is/' 
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said Sir Charles, " and I thank you for it. I 
have no wish to annoy you ; my daughter is 
much grieved at your apparent estrangement, 
but she will be satisfied with the explanation 
which I shall now offer her. Be assured. 
Lady Helen, that neither I nor mine will ever 
trouble you any more." 

" Good-by,'* she replied, offering him her 
hand, and speaking more kindly than she had 
done. " I am sorry I had to speak so harshly, 
but we are such near neighbours that it was 
better to come to an understanding at once." 

She passed him, and walked on home. Had 
she seen the expression of his face as he 
looked after her, she might have been very 
much gratified ; but she did not, so no harm 
was done. 

Lady Helen Drummond went up to her own 
room on reaching the house. She sat down, 
and leaning her head on her hands, gave way 
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to tliouglit. The ghost of a stormy past and 
B, lost love was with her, and rose up before 
her in spite of her endeavours. Sir Charles 
Desmond hardly could imagine how near 
victory he had been, how much of her anger 
had been assumed, for the sake of putting an 
^nd to his pleadings. There was now no barrier 
between them, she might marry him if she 
liked — ^at all events he had sought her love 
when she was poor, many people might do the 
same now she was rich ; but could she feel 
certain that any of them would care for her 
as he had done. 

" I will not think of it," she said, suddenly 
rising, " it is over now ; I know him to be un- 
worthy in every way, and he shall not conquer 
me. 

Just then came a knock at the door, fol- 
lowed by the entrance of Lady Janet. 

" I am come to look for you, my dear," she 
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began. " Why, what is the matter, youliave~ 
been crying." 

" If I have, I have done now. No; nothing 
is the matter. I have had rather an unpleasant 
interview with Sir Charles.. I knew it must 
come, and I am glad it is over; that is all." 

" Well, I will not teaze you by asking 
about it, just at present; you look tired. Come 
downstairs and rest — try to forget all about 
him." 

" I wish I could," said Lady Helen, with a 
sigh. " I will endeavour to do so. I don't 
think he will ever forget or forgive what I 
said to him to-day." 

" What a good thing," replied Lady Janet; 
" will you go away for a little while?" 

" I had rather not; my life has been neither 
very happy or very useful till now, and I in^ 
tend to make it both in the future ; but if I 
am to be happy I must do my duty and not 
run away from it.' 



9) 
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« I wish you were married." 

" Do you ? I am not sure that I agree with 
you ; I feel independent now — ^besides I am 
beginning to find out my own value. But I 
wanted to ask you about Tlorence Keith. You 
know she is coming here next week, she. has 
given up a good deal o£ gaiety that she may do 
so, and I should like to make her visit pleasant 
to her. Can we manage a dance ? " 

" Of course we can, if you wish it. I 
thought you were thinking of having a dinner 
party next week when the Wyndhams are 
here.'* 

" I am ; I must come and write the invi- 
tations or they will be behindhand, but I 
cannot ask the whole neighbourhood to one 
dinner party." 

" You will find one dance less trouble than 
five or six parties, and I have no doubt 
Florence will enjoy it." 

H 
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*' Well, we must think it over, and now 
about these invitations, who must we have? 
I want to ask Colonel Desmond, for one 
person, to stay for the two nights; he is going 
away so soon that there may not be another 
opportunity. I suppose we ought to ask Sir 
Charles and his daughter to dine, but that 
will do another day." 

" Tiresome creatures ; we are never clear of 
them." 

^* I must ask them sometimes, and the 
Wyndhams are so fond of them that they will 
suit together." 

" The Wyndhams will not be quite so fond 
of Miss Evelyn if they find she interferes with 
Lord Carlyon. I hope he is coming too, and 
then we shall see what happens." 

" I will ask him, certainly ; I don't imagine 
that Miss Wyndham or Evelyn Desmond will 
ever become Lady Carlyon. It is very foolish. 
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of Sir Charles allowing Hm to be so mucli at 

• 

the Cottage. Evelyn is so young and silly 
that she might really get to like him." 

" Never mind her," said Lady Janet, " she 
^Bvill never like any one so well as herself." 



100 ASHFOED. 



CHAPTER Vn. 

"Look here, Evelyn," said Sir Charles ta 
his daughter, one morning at breakfast, 
tossing her a note, " here is a grand piece of 
gaiety for you : an invitation to dine at the 
Park." 

Shall you go?" said Evelyn, "I hope 

so. 

" There is nothing to be gained by staying 
at home ; not that I expect much pleasure 
from going there. That woman and her 
airs are almost too much for me. To hear 
her talking about her house, her servants, and 
her ponies, is quite bad enough, without her 
dreadful old aunt to make it worse." 
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" Lady Janet is a fearful old woman,'* said 
Evelyn, " such an object, too, she makes of 
herself, by wearing that great cap." 

" She would be an excellent scarecrow/* 
replied Sir Charles. " I imagine that Lady 
Helen keeps her to frighten people away. 
When I first knew them at Florence, they 
were not nearly so grand as they are now, 
and were very glad of my acquaintance. 
The old lady was very civil then." 

" I wonder who will be at the Park next 
week," said Evelyn, " I only know the 
Wyndhams are going." 

• She was thinking about Lord Carlyon, not 
having seen him very lately. In fact he was 
getting tired of his flirtation with her, and 
wished to drop it altogether. 

" Are you going to dine at the Park," said 
Mrs. Weston suddenly coming out of a dream. 
^* That will be very nice indeed. I am 
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told,*' she added placidly, " that Lord Oarlyon 
is making up to her Ladyship." 

" You wretched old gossip,'* said Sir 
Charles angrily. " Who told you that non- 
sense ? " 

" It is not nonsense ! I heard it on the 
best authority. The Legh's dined there^ 
Mr. Legh's man told our Jane." 

" Then I wish the Legh's man and your 
Jane would keep their news to themselves^ 
and not cram you with it." 

" Let me see," went on Mrs. Weston^ 
" Lord Carlyon and the Colonel, besides 
Mr. Gresham, all visit at the Park. It must 
be fine to be Lady Helen, with so many 
gentlemen running after her. If I was 
young, shouldn't I like to be in her shoes ! " 

" I daresay you would," said Sir Charles^ 
** only it would be quite impossible. Your 
feet are too large ever to get into any shoes 
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but your own. Now do be quiet, and don't 
deafen me with your clack.*' 

The great day of the party at length 
arrived. In due time, Sir Charles Desmond 
and his daughter stepped into the Ashford 
fly, and were driven up to the Park. 

On arriving they were shown into the draw- 
ing-room. The first sight of the interior of the 
house, it must be confessed, made Sir 
Charles* mouth water. There was such a 
look of wealth and comfort everywhere. 
Lady Helen received her guests with graceful 
cordiality ; she was very handsomely dressed 
in grey satin trimmed with black lace, and 
was looking very well. The Wyndhams 
appeared almost directly, but Miss Wyndham 
greeted Evelyn in a somewhat aggressive 
manner, that young lady and her mother 
having been recently enlightened on the 
subject of Lord Carlyon's frequent visits to 
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the Cottage. Mr. Wallace, the young clergy-, 
man with the nice living, made one of the 
party, and last, not least, came Lord Carlyon 
himself. He, however, did not approach 
either Evelyn or Miss Wyndham, but after 
talking for a few minutes to his hostess, 
went straight up to a young lady who had 
just entered the room, exclaiming — 

" Miss Keith ! this is a most unexpected 
pleasure. Where do you spring from ? '* 

" I did not spring at all. I have just 
walked very quietly downstairs." 

" You are staying here, then ? " 

" Yes, with my cousin. Lady Helen Drum- 
mond." 

" I have often met Lady Helen, but till 
this minute I had not the least idea that you 
were related to her." 

" I daresay not. I am her cousin and 
friend. Now you can understand the 
mystery of my sudden appearance^ 
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" I am very glad to meet you again,' 
replied Lord Carlyon. 

Florence Keith was a tall striking-looking 
girl of two or three and twenty. Not quite 
pretty, but nice looking and remarkably well 
dressed. She smiled in answer to Lord 
Carlyon's last remark, saying — 

" Thank you, it is pleasant to meet an old 
friend amongst so many strangers. Lord 
Carlyon, can you tell me who is that tall, 
fair, good looking man I see speaking to Lady 
Helen." 

"Yes, he is Colonel Arthur Desmond.'* 

" Then he must be some relation to Lady 
Janet's bugbear. Sir Charles." 

" They are cousins, but there is no love lost 
between them." 

" I could see that. Sir Charles just now 
was glaring at his enemy in the most vin- 
dictive mann^er. I just caught his eye, it gave 
me what the servants call * quite a turn.' " 
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" Then you don't admire the Baronet ;: 
he is thought to be extremely handsome." 

"So he is, but very unpleasant looking. 
I do not admire him at all. I quite under- 
stand Lady Janet's horror of him." 

At that minute Lady Helen crossed the 
room with Colonel Desmond, whom she intro- , 
duced to Miss Keith, as he was to take her in 
to dinner. 

" I am afraid you must be satisfied with 
me. Lord Carlyon," she said, smiling. 

" What a very unfair remark to make," he 
replied. " Lady Helen, you are fishing for a 
compliment. I can only say I should be very 
angry if you did not give me my place to- 
night.' 

" I find you know my cousin, Miss Keith,' 
she said. "I had no idea of it until yester- 
day." 

" We are very old friends," said Florence^ 
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laughing. * * Our acquaintance dates from last 
May." 

"Dinner is ready," exclaimed Lady Helen.. 
** I hope and trust that I have paired every 
one off rightly." 

The dinner passed off very well indeed- 
Lady Helen had Lord Oarlyon on one side, 
and Sir Charles Desmond on the other. Sir 
Charles was in his most agreeable humour, 
but for a long time she was too much en- 
grossed with her other neighbour's conversa- 
tion to be able to listen to him. At length, 
when the second course was well advanced, 
it struck her that she ought to take a little 
notice of him. He was very easy to talk to, 
and was, perhaps, rather a relief after listen- 
ing for some time to Lord Carlyon ; however,, 
they seemed to get on well together, and when 
Lady Helen gave the signal for the ladies to 
leave the dining-room, Sir Charles was well 
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satisfied by the impression he thought he had 
made. 

. In the drawing-room Mrs. Wyndham took 
care to improve the occasion, by asking a 
great many questions about Miss Keith. It 
appeared that the young lady in question was 
the daughter of a Sir Alexander Keith. Her 
mother had been one of the numerous Gor- 
dons ; Miss Keith was, to a certain extent, 
an heiress. She and Lady Helen Drummond 
had always been great friends, and she was 
now come to pay a long visit to Ashford. 
Having discovered that much, Mrs. Wynd- 
ham next remarked upon Evelyn Desmond's 
appearance ; how well she was looking that 
.night ; also she thought Mr. Wallace seemed 
very much struck with her : " What a good 
thing it would be for all parties if anything 
^ame of it." 

Lady Helen quite agreed with her on that 
point. " I wonder, though," she added, " what 



ASHFOBD. 109- 



99 



Sir Charles is thinking of doing ; he cannot 
mean to spend the rest of his life in that 
poky Cottage," 

" He talks of fitting up the Manor, and of 
living there," said Mrs. Wyndham. " Should 
you like him for a neighbour ? " 

" I don't care about him ; we see so little 
of him that it would not matter much to me* 
You know more of him than I do ; how do 
you get on with him ? 

" Very well indeed ; he is certainly a most 
agreeable and pleasant man. I am very glad 
to hear from Sir Charles that he and Colonel 
Desmond are quite friends again." 

" The advantage of that is entirely on Sir 
Charles' side, I should think." 

"I don't know; Sir Charles has never 
spoken to me on the subject, except to 
tell me that the quarrel was made up. It 
looks well for him." 

" In justice to Colonel Desmond," said 



110 ASUFOBD. 



Lady Helen, " I must tell you, that I happen 
to know what the disagreement was about. 
Sir Charles was altogether in the wrong.** 

" I know nothing about it,** replied Mrs. 
Wyndham. She looked as if she quite ex- 
pected to be told something more, but Lady 
Helen turned the conversation, and in a few 
minutes the gentlemen appeared. Sir Charles 
Desmond directly made his way up to the 
sofa where the two ladies were sitting. 

" What a cold night it is,*' he said, " and 
what a glorious fire.*' 

" Do you like this cold English winter ? ** 
asked Mrs. Wyndham. "How long is it 
since you spent a Christmas in your own 
country ? " 

" Don't ask me,'* he replied, shrugging his 
shoulders, " I am ashamed to think how long 

it IS. 

" I almost wonder that the cold weather does 
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not drive you away, Sir Charles," said Lady 
Helen, pleasantly. " I quite expect to hear 
some morning that you are gone." 

" You forget my daughter," he replied ; 
^* I have so long neglected her, that I am 
bound to consider her now." 

" Would she not like to see a little of the 
world ? " 

" I am afraid she enjoys the balls and 
parties she gets here, more than any foreign 
travel. I have not the heart to take her away 
from them. In the spring we may go away 
for a time ; but you. Lady Helen having 
been a great traveller, how do you like the 
monotony of the country, and this cold 
weather ? " 

" I like the quiet of the country very much. 
I have seen quite enough of the world for 
the present ; as for the cold, I am too busy 
to think of it. We must have some music. 
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Colonel Desmond, will you kindly open the 
piano ; I will ask Miss Keith to sing some- 
thing first.'* 

" I was just going to ask if I might open 
the piano/' said Sir Charles, sitting down by 
Mrs. Wyndham. " I think my cousin seema 
to be a great favourite." 

**You are quite right," said Lady Helen^ 
quickly. " I have not been in this neighs 
bourhood long, Sir Charles, but I have been 
here long enough to know how much Colonel 
Desmond is liked." 

Sir Charles looked rather astonished, and 
Lady Helen moved off. Lord Carlyon, who 
had been talking to Evelyn for a few minutes, 
left her, and followed Miss Keith to the piano, 
and leant over it, talking to her while she 
played. Lady Helen watched them with 
some surprise. 

" You did not know what old friends Lord 
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Carlyon and Miss Keitli were till this even- 
ing. Lady Helen ? " said Colonel Desmond, 
coming up to her. 

" No ; did you ? " 

** I heard something about her last spring, 
in London." 

** Then it is really a serious affair ? " 

** Oa his side I think it is ; I know uothing 
about the lady's feelings." 

" Nor do I ; the whole thing is an entirely 
new light to me. I really thought," she Said, 
laughing, " that Florecce Keith came here to 
see me, and only me. If I had known about 
Lord Carlyon, I am not sure that I should 
have asked her." 

" Why not. Lady Helen ? 

" Because I am not sure that I think him 
good enough to marry my greatest friend." 

" He is very much attached to her. He 
used to rave about Miss Keith last spring in 

I 
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London. I really believe something would have 
been settled then, only, unfortunately, she 
had to leave town in a hurry. 1 think an aunt 
was ill and sent for her. Carlyon was in 
despair." 

" You know much more than I do. You 
believe him to be in earnest ? " 

" He was then. I never saw him so taken 
with any one." 

" Then matters must take their course ? '* 

"You will not prejudice her against 
him?" 

" Certainly not, Colonel Desmond; I would 
not take such a responsibility on myself. My 
only reason for disliking Lord Carlyon is the 
way he has flirted with Evelyn Desmond." 

" You cannot regret that more than I do, 
but her father ought to look after her." 

" Her father I do you think he will ? " 

** But if he allows Lord Carlyon to go. there 
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as'ofbenas he likes, to stay as long as ho 
likes, he is to blame." 

"Your argument is rather weak," said 
Lady Helen, laughing, " two wrongs will not 
make one right." 

" I was trying to excuse my friend, but I 
have not done much good." 

"I don't think you have. Evelyn is so 
young and foolish, and her father so unlikely 
to take care of her, that Lord Carlyon ought 
really to be careful." 

"Well, I should think to-night must put 
some of that nonsense out of her head. She 
must see that he does not care about 
her. I quite hope before long to see 
Carlyon married to a nice wife, who will 
bring out all the good there is in him." 

" You think Florence Keith will do that ?" 

" I hope so. Is she staying at Ashford 
for any time ? " 



116 ASHFOED. 



" She will stay as long as I can keep her ; 
till after Christmas certainly, and, I hope^ 
through January. I want a companion 
dreadfully for driving or walking. I am 
very much alone, and I find it rather dull. I 
shall be glad to have some one to help me 
through Christmas." 

" I always find Christmas a dismal * 
mockery," said Colonel Desmond. " I usually 
spend it alone." 

" Will you come here ?" said Lady Helen, 
" I don't know whether I dare ask you, but 
we all seem waifs and strays. If you will join 
our party for a day I shall be very glad." 

** Thank you, I should like to do so very 
much. Next year wiU find me in a different 
part of the world." 

" I hope you will change your mind, and 
come home again." 

"I am afraid not. When I once get 
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there, I shall be so busy I shall not be able 

to think about coming away." 
" I see you like the idea of it." 
" I aiA. obliged to Hke it. Lady Helen." 
" But when do you leave England ? You 

must know that we are thinking of giving a 

dance, and I very much hope you will be able 

to come to it." 

" Early in February ; till then I am quite 

at your service. I shall be very glad to come 

to your ball." 

** You must not call it that, or you will 

frighten me." 

" Where do you intend to dance ? " 

" I think in the dining-room, but I have 

not quite settled all about it yet. Florence 

and I were talking it over this afternoon." 
" It is a charming house for the purpose. 

I am glad I shall see Ashford in its glory 

before I leave home. Lady Helen, you need 
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not pity my fair young cousin so much. She 
is making the running with that good-looking 
clergyman. He took her into dinner, and has 
been talking to her all the evening." 

** Mr. Wallace ! I believe he admires her ; 
at least, I have been told so." 

" Something of that kind would be the best 
thing for her. It is a pity for her to waste 
her time over the impossible. I should pity 
the man, though." 

" Colonel Desmond ! how you do dislike 
that girl." 

" I know I do ! You don't mind my say- 
ing so, I hope." 

" Not in the least. It does not hurt me. 
I don't care much about her myself, to speak 
the truth, only my conscience rather re- 
proaches me, because I have nearly dropped 
her lately, and at one time I saw a good deal 
of her." 
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" Well, I hope she will marry that parson, 
who seems so fond of her, and then she will 
be out of the way." 

" They seem to be going," said Lady 
Helen ; " they are making a move." 

Sir Charles Desmond and his daughter just 
at that moment came up to wish their hostess 
good night ; they were the first to leave, but 
the rest of the party soon followed. 

Lady Helen came into her cousin's room, 
to wish her good night, after the other ladies 
had retired. She sat down, remaining some 
little time talking. 

" What do you think of the society about 
Ashford, Florence?" she said. 

" I can hardly tell. You seem to have 
some nice people about." 

" Don't you think we are fortunate in our 
gentlemen ? — you saw our four bachelors to- 
ni ght." 
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** I don't think you are at all fortunate in 
having that dreadful Sir Charles Desmond for 
a neighbour. Lord Carlyon asked me what 
I thought of him ; I said he was horrid." 

" I never noticed anything horrid about 
him ; he is very handsome, and can be very 
agreeable." 

"I have no doubt of it; but you should 
have seen the look he gave Colonel Desmond, 
when he was speaking lo you. It was only 
for a moment ; the next minute he had com- 
manded his countenance, if I may use such 
an expression, and was bending gracefully 
over Miss Wyndham's chair." 

*^ I am afraid there is no love lost between 
Sir Charles and Colonel Desmond," said Lady 
Helen. 

" No, I could see that in a minute; Sir 
Charles looks like a very badly disposed 
Italian brigand. I should think he wears a 
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stiletto concealed somewhere about him. If 
I were the Colonel, I had rather not meet 
hini anywhere alone on a dark night." 

" Sir Charles is not very nice," replied 
Lady Helen ; " but I do not believe he is 
quite so bad as you think him, though my 
aunt cannot endure him." 

" If he comes here very often, I shall de- 
<5amp." 

" Then I promise you, he shall not ; but 
what do you think of Lord Carlyon ? " 

" He is an old acquaintance of mine, and I 
was very glad to meet him to-night." 

** Then you will not object to my asking 
him again, I suppose ?" 

" Not at all, or Colonel Desmond either ; 
lie was very pleasant all through the first 
part of dinner, till you began to talk with Sir ' 
Charles, then he began to watch you." 

" Nonsense, Florence," said Lady Helen, 
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looking rather annoyed. " I am sure he did 
no such thing/' 

" 1 thought he did, though ; he told me he 
was an old friend of yours. I never heard of 
him." 

" Perhaps not ; it is some years since I 
first met him. What did you think of Evelyn 
Desmond ? " 

" She is a very pretty girl ; I am sorry for 
her." 

" So am I," said Lady Helen, " though not 

for the same reason that vou are : but I must 

ft ' 

really wish you good night now, and leave- 
you in peace." 
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CHAPTER VIII. 

It was New Year's eve : Helen Drummond 
and Florence Keith were sitting together in the 
drawing-room at Ashford. Lady Janet had 
gone to bed, not caring to see the old year 
out and the new year in, as the others said 
they intended to do. It was about eleven 
o'clock, and the two ladies had put away their 
books and work. They could plainly hear the 
church bells chiming, as they sat by the fire* 
At last Lady Helen said — 

" How silent we are. I wonder what we 
are both thinking of? The sound of those 
bells is rather depressing. I like them some- 
times, but not to-night. How everything is 
altered since this time last year." 
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" Yes, you are a great lady now," replied 
Florence. 

" I did not expect it, and I don't know that 
I am mucli the happier for my good luck. If 
my husband had lived it would have been very 
-different. I don't* know what good all this 
money is to ipe." 

" Mr. Drummond has been dead for a great 
many years now," said Florence. " I was 
very sorry for you, Helen ; you were married 
so very young, and so soon a widow." 

" I, was hardly nineteen when Mr. Drum- 
mond died. You know, I daresay, that I did 
not want to marry him, but my father was so 
anxious that I should do so, that I consented. 
He was very much older than I was, but he 
was very kind and good to me, and the year 
I passed as his wife, was, I think, the happiest 
part of my life." 

" He died, I think, after a short illness ? '* 
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" Yes, he was only ill for a few weeks. My 
father died very soon after I was married. 
He was very pleased in leaving me to Mr. 
Drummond. He thought he would take care 
of me. He would if he had lived, and I 
should have been a much happier woman ; but 
it was not to be, and I was left alone, with 
only my aunt to take care of me. I don't 
know what I should have done without 
her." 

" I always wonder why you have never 
married again," said Florence. 

*'Doyou?" replied Lady Helen, "it is a 
long story, and a foolish story. Somehow 
to-night I feel inclined to tell it you ; it will 
be a relief to talk it over with some one." 

" Then tell me, if it will do you any good,, 
and you don't mind speaking of it." 

" I will tell you then, Florence," she added, 
suddenly. "What shall you think of me. 
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when I say that the only person I ever really 
cared about is Sir Charles Desmond ? " 
" I should say I did not believe you." 
" You must believe me, though, for it is 
true. It is a long time ago. We met him 
one winter in Florence ; my aunt and I saw 
a great deal of him. He was very handsome 
and pleasant. I was young then, and very 
foolish, for I knew all along that he was not 

• 

well thought of; but I beheved he liked me, 
and he made all sorts of promises. We were 
really engaged. He begged me, for some 
reason or other, to keep the engagement 
secret for a little while. I did as he asked 
me, T was so stupidly in love with him. It 
was just at the time that Arthur Desmond 
came to Florence; we used to meet him about 
as ^ell. I don't know how it happened ; but 
he heard something or suspected something, 
and he went to my aunt and told her 
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£traiglit out that Sir Charles Desmond was 
married." 

•* My dear Helen, how dreadful !'* exclaimed 
Florence. 

" Of course it was ; but it was quite true. 
I am very grateful to him now, but I don*t 
think I was then. I felt very angry indeed, 
and would not believe anything against Sir 
Charles. At last my aunt made me see 
Colonel Desmond myself, and he made me 
understand it." 

"Well, he really acted very well — in a 
straightforward, gentlemanly manner. It 
must have been very disagreeable to him.'* 

" It certainly was so, for I did not behave 
either well or kindly to him about it, I am 
afraid. He saved me from a great deal of 
misery, and got no thanks for it. It was 
dreadfully humiliating to be caught out in 
that way." 
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" Well^ after all I do not thiink you were 
so much to blame. It was very disagreeable 
and unpleasant, brides being so painful ; but 
it might have happened to any one. The 
only thing I really hope is that everything is 
quite over now." 

" I am sure it 'is. Sir Charles thought I 
should forgive him, but I told him I never 
would. That was since I came here." 

" Of course he followed you. I hope you 
will keep to your resolution. If you were to 
relent and marry him, he would make you 
wretched. I never saw a worse countenance/** 

" I never mean to marry him, for I know 
him to be entirely unworthy. I wish he 
would go away from Ashford, and leave me 
in peace." 

" If you were to marry again, he would go- 
the next day, bag and baggage. Nothing else- 
would drive him." 
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** I dare say ; but that would not be quite 
right on my part. I sometimes think I ought 
to marry, but I am sure I don't know who. 
No doubt plenty of people would take me for 
the money, and would not care for anything 
else ; and there is nothing else I could give." 

" I am very sorry to hear you say that, 
for it is worse than useless to spend your life 
in vain regrets for the loss of such a worth- 
less man as Sir Charles Desmond, instead of 
rejoicing, as you ought to do. You should, 
at the very least, marry his cousin out of 
gratitude for what he has done for you." 

" I don't think Colonel Desmond would 
thank you very much for thp;t suggestion. 
I think he would; I am sure he likes 
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you." 

" Nonsense ! he knows too much about 
me. 

"He enjoys coming here very much and 

E 
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taUdog to you ; besides which, you like talk- 
ing to him." 

"I know that we are very good friends 
now ; there is nothing else." 

" Then don't make such a fuss with him ; 
it is not fair.** 

" He won't care much what I do." 

" If you will not have Colonel Desmond, 
there is that other man — Mr. Gresham, I 
think his name was — ^who came over here the 
other day, and stayed so long." 

" Yes, I dare say ; he only wants to please 
his mother. Stupid creature ! I really don't 
think I could manage to like him." 

"Well, I don't care what you do; only 
you really must not think any more about 
that dreadful man. You ought to be very 
thankful for the escape you have had, and 
not moan and fret over it. Make up your 
mind to forget all about it, and you will." 
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" I should not have noticed him at all, if 
it had not been for his daughter, and he lives 
fio close to me ; but now, Florence, you have 
had all my confidence, have you nothing to 
tell me in return ? " 

" No ; you know as much as I do. Lord 
Carlyon must soon make up his mind, or I 
shall make up mine, and go away. I have 
not the least intention of staying here for his 
amusement." 

" You shall not leave me yet," said Lady 
Helen. " You promised to stay for the dance 
we are going to give, and you must not throw 



me over." 



" I would come back for that if you really 
want me ; I think I have been foolish in 
thinking so much about Lord Carlyon. He 
is a young man, and of course he is very 
much run after. I dare say he only meant to 
flirt with me ; what do you say ? " 
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" The only thing I am anxious for is that 
you should not act in a hurry. Give yourself 
and Lord Carlyon plenty of time ; don't go 
ofE in a hufE before you really know what he 
means. It will only make you more unhappy 
if you do." 

" Then I will stay, if you will have me. I 
only hope you don't think me a great goose.*' 

" I have no right to call any one a goose/' 
said Lady Helen, " but the clock is striking 
twelve, so the best thing I can do is to wish 
you a ^ very happy New Year.' " 

Florence Keith's attachment to Lord 
Carlyon was incomprehensible to her cousin^ 
but still Lady Helen was anxious to do any- 
thing she could to forward it. She did not 
like or admire Lord Carlyon, who appeared 
to be a great flirt, and rather empty-headed, 
but she felt certain that Florence, who had 
been lecturing her in the most sensible 
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manner, really cared for him, so there was 
nothing to be done but make the best of it, 
And persuade the youug lady to stay quietly 
at Ashford, instead of going ofE in a huff, as 
fihe seemed inclined to do. 

On New Year's Day Lady Helen went down 
to the Vicarage to see Mrs. Legh about some 
parish business. She found her at home, but 
fio full of a story she had just heard con- 
cerning Sir Charles Desmond and a certain 
Miss Coventry, that she could hardly attend 
to anything else. 

Miss Coventry lived near Ashford ; she 
had been the heiress of the neighbourhood 
till Lady Helen appeared. She possessed a 
nice house, and about three thousand a year. 
She was also very plain, and no longer 
young. 

However, it began to be said that Sir 
Charles was paying her a great deal of 
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attention, and that she by no means disliked 
him. 

" Can you fancy anything so silly ? " said 
Mrs. Legh : that ugly woman imagining Sir 
Charles to be really in love with her. I 
declare it is quite disgusting." 

" It is rather wonderful," said Lady Helen, 
who was rather taken aback by Mrs. Legh's 
indignation ; " but she is old enough to know 
what she is about. Perhaps she does not 
believe there is much against him. Tell me 
what you have heard." 

" Only this — Sir Charles and his daughter 
are always going over to her house, staying 
for lunch, and perhaps spending the after- 
noon there. Miss Coventry makes a great 
fuss with Evelyn, who, I suppose, is the 
excuse for such frequent visits." 

" Miss Coventry is very well off, I believe ? '* 
said Lady Helen. 
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" Yes ; she has at least three thousand a 
year, and Ensor is a nice place, but she is 
very plain, besides being stupid. She ought 
to know that Sir Charles could only be 
attracted by her money." 

"I dare say," replied Lady Helen, "but I 
am not sure that we have any right to 
grumble. I for one should be very glad if 
anything were to take Sir Charles away from 
Ashford." 

" So ray husband says," went on Mrs. 
Legh. "He declares that there will be dreadful 
doings in the parish if Sir Charles remains 
long in the village. He tells me he is not 
in the least reformed. We have some rather 
nice-looking girls in Ashford, and I am sorry 
to say they have already been honoured by 
his notice. Mr. Legh is dreadfully vexed 
about it." 

"I am sure we should all be annoyed by 
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anything of the kind,'* said Lady Helen, who 
looked very much shocked. " I really thought 
he must be steadier now his daughter is 
grown up. I am afraid I cannot turn them 
out of that house all at once, but they shall 
not stay there a day longer than I can help.** 

" I am glad to hear you say so,** replied 
Mrs. Legh ; " but can you fancy Miss Coventry 
being such a goose as to encourage him ? " 

" Well, I don't know; he is very handsome, 
and if she likes him she will try to think the 
best of him, and when people are in love I 
really don't think they are quite responsible— 
they do such very odd things.' 
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*' That may be so," said Mrs. Legh. " I sup- 
pose it is." 

When Lady Helen got home after her 
walk, the servant told her that Lord 
Carlyon was in the drawing-room. As Florence 
was there Lady Helen thought she would take 
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her things off before joining tLem. After a 
little while, however, she went into the room ; 
Lord Carlyon got up and came to meet her, 
rsaying— 

" I am paying a very long visit, Lady Helen, 
but I was very anxious to see you to-day, 
that I might wish you a happy New Year in 
person, also I must bid you good-by for the 
present, as I am going away for a few weeks, 
I am sorry to say." 

" Indeed I but remember you are engaged 
to stay here in the first week of February." 

" There is no danger of my forgetting that, 
I am looking forward to it with so much plea- 
;Bure. Miss Keith, I trust I shall have the 
pleasure of meeting you here on my return." 

" She was threatening to run away last 
night," said Lady Helen, " but I hope I per- 
suaded her to remain." 

"Yes; you will find me here," answered 
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Florence, " my cousin asked me to stay and 
help her with her party, and I promised ta 
do so." 

" Well, I must be going now," said Lord 
Carlyon, "I have to make a call at the 
Cottage. You do not often honour that 
humble abode with your presence. Lady 
Helen." 

" No, I very seldom go there." 

" I believe that is a sore point with Sir 
Charles." 

" I cannot help it if it is." 

" Well, good-by till next month ; it is a 
long time since I have seen Sir Charles, so L 
must go to-day." 

" I believe he quite thinks I care about his 
going," said Florence, when Lord Carlyon had 
left the room. 

Lady Helen raised her eyebrows, but said 
nothing. 
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" He shall not drive me away, but when 
next we meet he shall see how little I care 
about him." 

"Well, only stay here quietly," replied her 
cousin, " and then you can show him anything 
you like. Listen now, I have heard some- 
thing about your friend Sir Charles Desmond." 
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CHAPTER IX. 

There was a large party assembled at Ashf ord 
early in February. Lady Helen Drummond 
had made up her mind to a grand effort, that 
she might return the civilities she had re- 
ceived from her neighbours. The Greshams 
and Lord Carlyon were staying in the house 
amongst others. Colonel Desmond had been 
detained in London till the day of the dance, 
but he was coming down for one night on 
purpose to be present at it, and it would be 
his last appearance in that part of the world. 
Lady Gresham had begged her son to be very 
attentive to his hostess, who was very much 
bored by him in consequence, but he was so 
-determined that there was no escape from him. 
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Florence Keith had during the last month 
frequently assured her cousin that she had 
given up all thoughts of Lord Carlyon, as sha 
considered he had behaved very badly, and^ 
besides, she meant to convince him that she 
was not to be taken or left just as he pleased. 
At last Lady Helen began to believe her, and 
felt very sorry he should be staying at her 
house at that particular time. Lord Carlyon 
arrived, however, and showed symptoms of 
returning allegiance, Florence's anger im- 
mediately vanished, and they were as good 
friends as ever. In fact, on the evening of 
the ball, when Lady Helen had gone upstairs 
to dress after dinner, Florence came into her 
room and asked if she might speak to her. 

" Of course you may," she answered, " I 
hope you have some good news to tell me." 

" Yes, I have," said Florence, " I know you 
will be very glad. It was in the conservatory. 
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before dinner, that Lord Carlyon spoke to 



me. 



" Well, what did he say ? " asked Lady- 
Helen, who could not help teasing her cousin 
a little. 

** He asked me to marry him." 

" Then what did you say. Did you accept 
hun?" 

" Yes, of course I did," replied Florence. 
** I hope you are not surprised." 

" Not in the least," said Lady Helen, " but 
I congratulate you most sincerely, and I hope 
you will be happy." 

" Thank you very much ; I said I should 
tell you at once all about it, but we would 
rather no one else knew till after to-night." 

" Very well ; but may I tell my aunt ? " 

" Oh yes ; tell her, certainly, and now T 
will leave you in peace." 

" Well, I have not much time to spare, but 
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thank you for coming," said Lady Helen, as 
Florence left the room. 

Lady Helen went to her aunt's room, and 
told her the news. 

" I am glad to hear it," Lady Janet said. 
^* I am sure she meant it all along. I was 
very sorry for you all this month, for I think 
you must have had a time of it with Florence." 

"Well, she really was very unhappy. I 
hope it will be for the best ; she is dreadfully 
in love." 

" She cares a great deal more for him than 
he does for her," replied Lady Janet, " but I 
dare say it will turn out very well ; now you 
ought to go and dress, or you will certainly be 
late." 

Lady Helen, however, was dressed and 
downstairs some time before her guests began 
to arrive. She saw Lord Carlyon, and was 
able to say a few words of congratulation. 
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telling him also that it would be his duty to 
open the ball with Miss Keith, who was to 
represent her on that occasion. 

" I want to begin as soon as we can," she 
said *' to lessen the crowd in this room." 

" I shall have much pleasure in obeying 
your orders," replied Lord Carlyon, " but do 
look, Lady Helen, here come the Beauty and 
the Beast !*' , 

" For shame 1 Lord Carlyon, now do go,"^ 
said Lady Helen, as she turned to receive 
Sir Charles Desmond, who had just entered . 
the room, with Miss Coventry leaning on his 
arm. Evelyn and Mr. Wallace followed 
closely : altogether it was a remarkable looking 
party. 

Miss Coventry was short and stout, and 
looked more than thirty years of age. She 
wore a very handsome blue silk dress, 
trimmed with beautiful lace, her face was. 
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plain apd heavy looking, but she had diamonds 
in her light sandy hair, and there was no 
doubt that she appeared very pleased with 
her companion, Sir Charles Desmond, who 
looked handsomer than ever by contrast, as 
he stood by her side. 

"I have been dining at the Cottage," 
explained Miss Coventry to her hostess, 
" and I was able to bring Sir Charles, his 
daughter, and Mr. Wallace, all in my 
carriage." 

" Indeed," said Lady Helen. " After 
such a short drive. Miss Coventry, I don't 
know whether to offer you any tea, but it is 
all ready if you will have some." 

" Thank you, but we all had tea together 

at the Cottage just before we started." 

« 

** What a pleasant little party you must 
have been." 

" We were." " Sir Charles, I think we might 

L 



146 ASHFOED. 



now walk through the rooms, and look about 
us, before dancing begins." 

" Which I hope will be very soon/' said 
Lady Helen. 

" Then I trust you will give me the first 
quadrille," said Sir Charles, offering Miss 
Coventry his arm ; " a waltz, I fear, I dare not 
ask for, it is so long since I have danced." 

Miss Coventry carried off her cavalier in 
triumph. Lady Helen watched them with 
some amazement. 

" Shall you be able to spare me a dance 
this evening ? " said Colonel Desmond, coming 
up to her. " It will be the last time I shall 
ask you." 

" Then I will give you one when you like, 
I did not mean to dance to-night, but I must 
if you ask me." 

" Thank you," he replied, marking one 
down on the card rather early in the evening ; 
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•** but did you ever see such an exhibition ? 
Sir Charles must have moral courao:e ! " 

" You are not jealous, are you Colonel 
Desmond?" said Lady Helen, laughing. " Is 
not that the lady who Sir Charles one day 
fio earnestly recommended to ygu ? " 

" I don't think I am jealous," he answered ; 
** but that poor thing is only half witted, and 
it is a shame to make such a fool of her in 
public." 

The ball-room at Ashford presented a gay 
and brilliant scene, when Lady Helen Drum- 
mond entered it, after having received her last 
guest. It was very well lighted and deco- 
rated with flowers, also there were a great 
many pretty dresses about ; people seemed 
to be happy and looked as if they were 
enjoying themselves. The solitary exception 
to the general good humour seemed to be 
Sir Charles Desmond, who stood leaning 
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against a doorway, and appeared bored and 
sulky. Perhaps the first quadrille, which he 
had danced with Miss Coventry had been 
too much for his equanimity ; certainly Lady 
Gresham had derived considerable pleasure 
from watching him and his partner, but Sir 
Charles had seen her looking at them,^ and as 
soon as the dance was over, and he had got 
Miss Coventry into a seat, he went off and 
left her. Lady Helen had to pass him, as 
she came into the room, and just said a 
few words as she did so. 

" I am glad to see your daughter looking 
so well to-night. I hope she is enjoying 
herself ?'' 

" I am sure she is. All our young people^ 
Lady Helen, ought to be grateful to you for 
giving them sa much pleasure." 

" I hope they are happy, that is all. I am 
afraid that you, who are not a dancing man, 
must find it dull." 
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" Watching my daughter is happiness 
enough for me ! " 

Lady Helen did not quite know what to 
say in answer to that assertion, but seeing 
Fred Gresham near her, she asked him how 
far they were advanced in the programme. 
He showed her his card, and asked if she 
would give him the next dance, which was a 
waltz. 

" I cannot," she answered. " I have pro- 
mised it to Colonel Desmond." 

" Then I hope you will give me another." 

** Perhaps I may, later in the evening, 
but not at present." 

" I am very much disappointed. Lady 
Helen. I had been waiting so long to ask 
you for a dance, and now Colonel Desmond 
has been before me." 

" There are plenty of ladies in the room, 
if you want partners, Mr. Gresham." 
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" I believe this is our dance," said Colonel 
Desmond, who joined them at that minute. 

" I am quite ready," said Lady Helen, "but 
I have only just come into this room. How 
are things going on ? " 

"Very well, indeed, especially Lord 
Carlyon and Miss Keith ; is that settled yet ? '*" 

" I am in the secret, so you should not ask 
me, but I may tell you that it is, only don't 
mention it to-night." 

" I will not, but every one is talking of 
them. They are so very devoted to each 
other." 

" They seem very happy ; but Colonel 
Desmond, if we are to have this waltz we 
had better begin." 

" I ought to be very much obliged to you 
for giving it to me, for I heard you declining 
to dance with Mr. Gresham." 

" Yes ! I had not time for that, I ought to 



ASHFOBD. 151 



be looking after every one now. I wonder if 
people are enjoying themselves ? '' 

"I think so, there are a great many 
dancers, and they all look happy." 

" I see a quantity of strangers to-night. I 
am sure I do not know half the people here." 

" That is always the case, when any one 
gives a ball — of course one must expect to 
entertain everybody's friends." 

" I don't grudge it, I only hope all have 
what they like." 

" I am afraid there are a few disappoint- 
ments, Lord Carlyonfor one; he is not a very 
available partner to-night." 

" No, I must speak to him, and get him to 
dance a little more, or else announce his 
engagement, but what do you think of that 
other affair. Sir Charles and Miss Coventry ? ' 

" I am sorry for the woman, she is such a 
goose ; I am sure she will marry him if he 
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asks her; if lie does, lie will spend all her 
money, and break her heart, if she has one." 

" Do you think it will come off ? " 

" I don't know ; he has been paying her a 
great deal of attention lately, but I can't 
think he will make up his mind to take any- 
thing so hideous." 

" I hope he will be kind to her, if he does 
marry her." 

" Oh no 1 he will not be," said Colonel 
Desmond decidedly, " and now we will have 
another turn." 

'' Shall you think me very greedy. Lady 
Helen," he said as the music ceased, " if I 
ask for another waltz to-night." 

" I don't know that I should ; which do 
you want ? " 

" The last of all, wiU you give it me ? " 

" If you like it, certainly ; you 'mean quite 
the last." 
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" I mean the end of all things." 

" Then you shall have it, and now I must 

go." 

Amongst the ladies who were not quite 
pleased with the events of the evening, were 
Lady Gresham and Mrs. Wyndham ; .one 
watched Lady Helen and Colonel Desmond 
with a gloomy countenance, the other kept a 
continual look out on Lord Carlyon ; at last 
they compared notes, and were not much 
soothed by doing so. 

"Who is that Miss Keith?" said Lady 
Gresham, " I know she is staying here, and 
:Bhe seems to stay a very long time ; did you 
not meet her before Christmas ? " 

" Yes, she is a cousin of Lady Helen's ; her 
father was Sir Alexander Keith, her mother, 

of course, was one of the numerous Gordons." 

* 

" She seems to like this part of the world ; 
is she to be the future Lady Carlyon ? 
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" No ; I should think not, he is always 
flirting with some one ; a little while ago it 
was Evelyn Desmond." 

" Evelyn Desmond 1 he would never think 
of her ; of course nothing came of that ? Mis» 
Keith is diflFerent." 

" I don't know that ; the Desmonds are a 
good family, and she is much prettier than 
Miss Keith." 

'* Well, I rather admire Miss Keith; she is 
very well dressed, and striking looking; I 
should not wonder at all if Lord Carlyon is 
really in earnest." 

" Then what do you think about Lady 
Helen and the Colonel ? He seems rather 
devoted to-night." 

" I don't think about that at all, he is- 
going away soon ; there can be nothing in it. 

He will be here for another week, a great 
deal can be done in that time. Mr. Wyndham 
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thinks she wiU not let him go ; I should be 
glad if he were right. Colonel Desmond is a 
good sort of man, and would make her a 
very good husband." 

"We are getting on rather fast, Mrs. 
Wyndham," said Lady Gresham, " at present 
I see no signs of such a thiug coming to pass.'^ 

"Here is Sir Charles, shall we ask him 
about it ? " went on Mrs. Wyndham. 

" You forget I do not know Sir Charles ; 
my husband will not allow me to do so," said 
Lady Gresham, with great dignity, "so I 
must go before you begin to talk with him." 

She scuffled off in a great hurry, and Mrs* 
Wyndham, turning to Sir Charles Desmond, 
asked his opinion on the subject under dis- 
cussion. 

" I can say nothing," he answered. " I see 
so little of them ; all I know is, that there 
was certainly nothing of the kind between 
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them at Florence ; Arthur knew Lady Helen 
but very slightly then. I was much surprised 
when I came home to find he was supposed 
to be an old friend of hers." 

"Lady Helen spoke as if he had been," 
said Mrs. Wyndham. "I always thought they 
were really intimate." 

" Nothing of the sort ; I knew Lady Helen 
well, in those old days at Florence ; we were 
both there at the same time, she went out a 
great deal with her aunt, and I often met 
them ; she was very young then, and very 
much admired. At last, all of a sudden, for 
some whim or other, she said she was tired 
of the place, and dragged her unfortunate 
old aunt ofE at a moment's notice; we all 
missed them very much.' 

" Colonel Desmond was not there all the 
time ? " 

" No, he only came just before they left.' 
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"I think she is very handsome, and she 
looks very "well to-night ; do you admire 
her ? " 

"Lady Helen? yes, I do; now she is so 
well dressed, she is better looking than ever. 
It is magnanimous of me to say so, for I dare 
say you know that she hates me, and will 
scarcely give me a civil word." 

" How did you manage to oflFend her ? " 

" It is very easy to offend a lady, especially 
if she is young and beautiful, very much run 
after, and not very good tempered/' " Well 
my dear," said Sir Charles, turning to his 
daughter, who just came up to him with her 
partner, " how are you gettjng on ? " 

" Pretty well, thank you," replied Evelyn, 
** is it nearly time to go home ? " 

" You are not tired, are you ? We must 
not go away too soon, or Lady Helen will 
not like it." 
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" She will not care much what we do," said 
Evelyn. "I am not tired, except of Mr. 
Wallace ; he is always wanting to dance with 

me. 

*^ Well, there are many young ladies in the 
room who would envy you such a desirable 
partner. Now mind, Evelyn, let me hear no 
nonsense about him. Do you understand 

me?" 

" Yes," said Evelyn, wearily. 

" Very well ; and now I am going to take 
Miss Coventry into the supper-room to have 
some champagne. It is very good, and she 
likes champagne. A glass of it would do you 
no harm. I advise you to let your next 
partner give you one." 

In another moment Sir Charles, wearing his 
most fascinating smile, was bending over 
Miss Coventry, begging to be allowed to escort 
her into the supper-room. The lady imme- 
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diately granted his request, and went off lean- 
ing on his arm, looking both proud and 
happy, her face beaming with smiles. Lady- 
Helen, when she saw them disappear, went up 
to Evelyn and said kindly — 

" Are you tired, Evelyn ? Would you like 
to sit with me for a few minutes and rest 
yourself? 

" No thank you," she replied, " I would 
rather go on dancing." 

"Are you engaged for this dance, or shall 
I try and find you a partner ? " 

"Will you have a turn with me. Miss 
Desmond," said Lord Carlyon, who was near. 
" We have not had one dance to-night ? You 
were so much in request, that I thought it 
would be no use asking you." 

" I am still in request," said Evelyn, " I 
have promised to dance with Mr. Wallace." 

She had not, but she saw Mr. Wallace was 
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going to ask her, and made up her mind to- 
dance with him. Lord Carlyon only laughed^ 
and said — 

" I suppose that will be a match, Ladjr 
Helen ? " 

" I think so, but she does not look very- 
happy to-night/* 

" No, the fair Evelyn looks decidedly cross. 
Perhaps her father bullies her. I dare say he is 
an ill-tempered beggar. What do you say P "" 

" Nothing ; you ought to know more about 
them than I do. I have hardly ever been in- 
side their house." 

" I should advise her to marry Wallace and 
get away from her step-mamma, that is to 
be. Now, Lady Helen, you must give me 
one dance in honour of our future relation- 
ship, though I am not quite sure that you 
will welcome me as a cousin, or that you think 
me good enough for Florence.'' 
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" I am not sure that I do, but I like every- 
one to be happy in their own way." 

" Only Florence's way would not be yours. 
You are right though, I am not good enough 
for her, but I mean to be in' future.'* 

" On that understanding," said Lady Helen, 
* I will give you the next dance." 

" The last but one, thank you ; the 
last Florence has promised me. Well, you 
will not find me quite so^ troublesome as 
Fred Gresham, who is bearing down upon 



us." 



" I have danced with him once, and I am 
not going to again." 

Lord Carlyon moved away, but came back 
very soon to claim his partner. After the 
dance was over. Lady Helen said — 

"As a matter of curiosity I should just 
like to go into the supper-room ; Sir Charles 
Desmond and Miss Coventry vanished into it 

M 
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some time ago, and I should like to know if 
thejr are still there." 

" By all means," said Lord Carljron, " I 
hope our friends are arranging their interest- 
ing affairs." 

They strolled into the supper-room, and 
there they discovered Sir Charles ^nd Miss 
Coventry sitting together on a sofa, Sir 
Charles with his arm stretched along the back, 
so as to be very nearly round the lady's neck. 
She appeared very much pleased with her- 
self, and was smiling sweetly in answer to 
some remark her companion had made. Lady 
Helen drew back with a feeling of disgust. 

" Come away," she said, " I don't want to 
go any further. I have seen quite enough." 

Lord Carlyon began to laugh. 

" I see, you will not disturb the happy 
couple. I do wonder if he will really marry 
that hideous creature." 
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" He ought," said Lady Helen, severely. 

" Then I am sure he will not, for he never 
in his life did what he ought. Here comes 
Arthur Desmond." " Are you going to con- 
gratulate your cousin ? He is in the supper- 
room, sitting on a sofa with Miss Coventry," 
he said to Colonel Desmond. 

" No ; I am not going near him. I only 
came to remind Lady Helen that she has pro- 
mised me this dance." 

" I am quite ready. Lord Carlyon, you can 
go and find Florence." 

" Thank you," he said, and went away. 

" Shall I see you again after to-night, 
Colonel Desmond," said Lady Helen, in one 
of the pauses of the waltz. 

" I hope so. I am not going quite away 
for a few days yet ; I shall try and come over 
just to wish you good-by." 

" Thank you." There was a pause. They 
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were standing near one of the windows. 
Colonel Desmond went on — 

" What a lovely waltz they are playing ; 
* The Serenade' is it not? I shall often 
think of this evening when I am away from 
England, and lam sure that waltz will often 
come back to my mind. It is rather a haunt- 
ing sort of air." 

" It is a great favourite pf mine," said Lady 
Helen, " but. Colonel Desmond, there is one 
thing I should like to say to you before you 
go. I should like to thank you for what you 
did for me seven years ago. I may, perhaps, 
not see you alone again, so I will do so 
now." 

" Please do not mention it. You know how 
grieved I was to be obliged to inflict so much 
pain on you." 

" I am sure you were," she answered. " I 
am afraid I was very rude and angry then. 
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and did* not do you justice. Will you forgive 
meP" 

" I have nothing to forgive. I am very 
glad to have met you again, and to find you 
well and happy." 

" Happy ! well, I suppose so. As happy 
as anybody ever is in this world.'* 

" Only one thing more, Lady Helen. Never 
let that man impose on you again ; promise 
me that." 

"What do you mean. Colonel Desmond?'' 
she said angrily. " What right have you to 
speak to me in that way ? I only wished to 
thank you for bygone kindness. You need 
not insult me by supposing — ^" She stopped 
suddenly, and sat do^n in the window seat, 
leaving her partner rather abruptly in the 
middle of the dance. Colonel Desmond fol- 
lowed her — 

" I beg your pardon," he said, " I did not 
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mean to offend yon ; I am sorry if anything I 
said has vexed you." 

" Never mind/' said Lady Helen, " I ought 
not to have lost my temper in that way ; that 
is the worst of being once a goose, one is 
supposed to be always a goose. We ought 
to be dancing instead of quarrelling. I am 
afraid your recollections of the Serenade 
waltz will not be quite pleasant ones; we had 
better have another turn before it is over. 
Lady Gresham is staring at us through her 
double-eye glass, wondering what we are 
doing." 

" You will let me see you again before I 
go?" said Colonel Desmond, "there is some- 
thing I must say to you." 

"Very well, I shall always be glad to see 

you." 

At last it was all over, every one gone, and 
Lady Helen was in her own room, trying to 
think over the events of the evening. She^ 
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and Colonel Desmond had parted friends ; she 
'was glad of that : at all events, he seemed 
quite to have forgotten her outburst of 
temper ; probably he did not care at all about 
it, so there was no use worrying herself over 
it, though she did regret it very much. Her 
reflections were soon interrupted by Florence, 
who came into the room, in a state of exu- 
berant happiness, the sight of which was 
rather trying. 

" It has been such a delightful evening,'^ 
she said, " I hope every one enjoyed it as 
much as I did." 

" I am afraid every one had not your cause 
for happiness, my dear." 

*' Did you not think it went off very well ? 
that last waltz was delightful ! the Serenade, 
you know ; we were quite sorry when it came 
to an end." 

" I was rather glad," said Lady Helen. " I 
was tired ; I am sure you enjoyed yourself. 
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though. I have a most bewildered feeling. 
Looking back on the evening, I see a crowd 
of faces that I never saw before, and I have 
a string of names in my ears that I never 
heard before; and I am sure I put the 
wrong faces and names together ; I h6pe it 
was not a failure altogether, and that some 
people liked the dance." 

" I am sure it was a great success, every 
one seemed happy, except Colonel Desmond ; 
did you notice him ? " 

" No ; he was dancing all night, I think." 

" Sir Charles was making an exhibition of 
himself; did you ever see anything like 
him ? " 

*' No, I don't think I ever did ; it was quite 
horrid, the way he went on with that woman ; 
but my dear Florence, you must not stay here 
any longer or you will not be fit for anything 
to-morrow, so now I must say good night." 
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CHAPTER X. 

Lady Helen had to come down rather early 
themorning after the dance; she had to super- 
intend the breakfast of the Gresham family, 
who were leaving Ashford sooner than the 
rest of the party, Sir John having to be home 
in good time. Lady Helen took the oppor- 
tunity of announcing Lord Carlyon's engage- 
ment : Lady Gresham received the news with 
great urbanity ; she had no daughters of her 
own, so of course had no designs on Lord 
Carlyon, and in truth, she felt rather pleased 
when she thought of Mrs. Wyndham's dis- 
appointment. 

"I hope it will turn out well," said Sir 
John, " and that they will be very happy ; 
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Miss Keith seems to be a charming person, 
and deserves a good husband." 

"I think they are very much attached to- 
each other," said Lady Helen, " but of course 
T know very little of Lord Carlyon." 

" I don't very often go to a ball," went on 
Sir John, changing the subject quickly, " and 
till last night, I have not been at one for 
some years, but the thing that struck me 
most yesterday, was the number of married 
ladies I saw dancing ; formerly it did not use 
to be so, but I suppose times have changed." 

" They certainly are," said Lady Gresham^ 
sternly, and I must say they are changed for 
the worst ; if I go to a ball now, I see all the 
married women dancing, and the girls sitting 

still." 

" I don't like to see it," added Sir John,, 
besides being such a bad example, I don't 
think it looks well." 
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" It looks horrid," said Lady Gresham, "the 
way that married women go on is really 
dreadful, I can assure you. Lady Helen." 

"You must not tell me anything," said 
Lady Helen, who had heard before some of 
Lady Gresham's opinions on the subject, "for 
I am afraid I was one of the transgressors 
last night ; I feel myself too old to dance, and 
I have nearly given it up, but you must scold 
your son for asking me to waltz with him." 

" I am sure Fred enjoyed his dance with 
you more than any other," said Lady 
Gresham. 

Just then some others of the party came 
down, and the conversation was interrupted. 
The Greshams went away directly after 
breakfast, and before long. Lady Helen's- 
guests had all departed, leaving her to soli- 
tude and repose. Lord Carlyon, however, 
came and went during the next few days: 
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Florence Keith's stay with her cousin was 
now very limited, and he wished to see his 
future bride as often as he could, whilst she 
remained in the neighbourhood. One cold 
•day in February, he had as usual arrived at 
Ashford in the morning, and after lunch 
Lady Helen had left Lord Carlyon and 
Florence together, and was sitting alone in 
the library, reading, or trying to read, for 
perhaps her book was not very interesting ; 
At last she threw it down and went to look out 
of the window. The prospect was not very 
inviting, it never is on a remarkably cold day 
in winter, so it did not tempt her to go out. 

" How very horrid it does look," she thought 
to herself, " I wish I was back in Italy, away 
from this place, and that it belonged to any 
one but me ; I dare say a great many people 
^nvy me, but I am sure there is no need ; 
Florence is very happy now, but I wonder 
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how long it will last, but I do think he is fond 
of her, so I hope it will turn out well. How 
very devoted they are to each other; I am 
not certain that I quite like being shut up in a 
house in company with an engaged pair ; it 
makes things duller than usual, but still I 
must not grumble, even if other people have 
what they like whilst I have not." 

Lady Helen, after a little while, discovered 
that looking out of the window on a cold day 
in February was not a very lively amusement, 
so she returned to her seat and her book ; 
but after a few minutes she was again dis- 
turbed by hearing a ring at the door bell. 

" Who can be coming now ?" she thought, 
"on a day like, this, too. Never mind, I am 
rather tired of my own company. I have 
lately had an almost unlimited enjoyment of 
it.". 

Her curiosity was soon satisfied, for Colonel 
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Desmond was ushered into the room nearly 
immediately. 

" I have come to wish you good-by, Lady 
Helen," he said, as they shook hands. 

" Thank you. I am very glad to see you ; 
it is kind of you to come this cold day. What 
will you have after your drive ? " 

" Nothing, thank you. I am very glad I 
have found you alone, for I very much wished 
to tell you how much I regret having said 
anything to vex you the other night." 

"You told me that before. Colonel Des- 
mond. Please do not go back to the subject 
again. I am very sorry I was so cross about 
it, for it did not matter in the least ; only 
somehow it came upon me rather un- 
pleasantly just then. Now will you let me 
call Lord Carlyon ? he is in my sitting-room 
with Florence, and he will wish to see 
you." 
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" No, don't call him. I only came to wish 
you good-by," 

" You are going soon, then ? '* 

" Yes ; I am going to London this evening, 
and I sail to-morrow." 

" Then I can only wish you a safe and 
prosperous voyage. I am very sorry to lose 
you, as a neighbour, Colonel Desmond ; but 
I wish you every happiness in the future." 

" Lady Helen," said Colonel Desmond, " I 
came here to-day intending to make a con- 
fession to you, and now I very nearly went 
away without telling you what it was I came 
to say. I know I had no right to speak to 
you as I did the other night. My only excuse 
is, my great affection for you. You may not 
believe it; but it is true. I have been 
attached to you ever since I met you at 
Florence seven years ago. It is that that has 
made me so wretched whenever I saw Sir 
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Charles speaking to you. I dare say you will 
laugh at me and tell me I am a great fool^ 
but I will not go away without telling you the 
whole truth." 

" I am sure I shall never laugh at you/^ 
said Lady Helen ; " but I had no idea of this. 
Why did you not tell me sooner ?" 

"Because I never supposed you would 
think of me. I remembered that time at 
Florence, when I had to come between you 
and what you thought was happiness. I 
know you have got over your dislike to me, 
but I never hoped for more than friendship 
and kindness from you. I was thankful for 
that.'' 

" Colonel Desmond, don't you know that I 
have quite outlived all that foolishness ? that 
I have lived to be bitterly ashamed of my 
love for your cousin. But it is gone now ;. 
so utterly gone that nothing in the world 
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could revive it. J will tell you the honest 
truth though. It never quite went till I 
came here and met him again, and saw with 
my own eyes, and heard with my own ears^ 
what he really is. If I tell you this will you 
believe me P " 

" Believe you ! of course I do," he answered^ 
** Lady Helen, what you say gives me some 
hope. I will even venture to ask you do you 
think you could ever care for me enough to 
marry me ? If you will trust yourself to me 
I would do everything in my power to make 
you happy." 

" I am sure you would," answered Lady 
Helen. " I have the fullest confidence in 
your honour and affection, but I cannot give 
to you as much as you offer to me. I dare 
not say that I have for you the same feeling 
that I once had for your cousin. I am 
ashamed to own it, but it is so. It is for you 

N 
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to consider now whether you can be satisfied 
with what I am able to give. If you can I 
will marry you, and try to make you a good 
wife." 

** Wait a minute/' said Colonel Desmond. 
** Lady Helen," he added, *'you say this has 
come upon you as a surprise, that till now 
you never guessed the nature of my feelings 
toward you. You must take a little time to 
be sure what yours really are for me. I will 
not marry you unless you think I can make 
you happy ; but I am certain that I can gain 
your affection in time, if you will give me the 
chance. I will not take advantage of your 
generosity and gratitude to drag you into an 
engagement which you may afterwards regret. 
I am not what could possibly be considered a 
good match for you, and you may see some 
one you prefer to me. I am obliged to go to 
Jamaica, but I can soon arrange my affairs 
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there and return to England, Whilst I am 
away you can think matters over. When I 
come home I will receive my fate at your 
hands." 

" That would not be fair on you, Colonel 
Desmond. It would not be right to allow you 
to come home in uncertainty. It is kind of 
you to think of it ; but I cannot take your 
offer. Whether you accept my promise or 
not, I am in honour bound to marry you 
when you come back. If I am not exactly 
in love with you, still I have the greatest 
respect and regard for you, and I feel that as 
your wife I shall be a happy woman. Will 
that satisfy you ? " 

" It is more than I ever .hoped for," he 
answered. " In the future I will do every- 
thing in my power to gain your entire love, 
and you shall never regret the day on which 
you promised to be my wife." 
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"I am sure I never sliall," said Ladj 
Helen, giving him her hand. " And now tell 
me, must you really go away; is it quite 
necessary ? " 

"Quite, I am afraid, I grieve to leave 
you, but I must do so for a short time. I 
ought to have gone sooner. My absence, 
however, shall be as short as I can make it. 
I will only stay in Jamaica time enough to 
arrange for selling the property ; then I shall 
be clear of the whole concern." 

" I hope you will,'* said Lady Helen. 
" You must remember in what fascinating^ 
society you leave me, and come back as quick 
as you can." 

" I am not afraid of him now," answered 
Colonel Desmond; "but I have another 
favour to ask of you. Will you write to me 
sometimes whilst I am away ? " 

"Of course I will, and I shall be very 
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glad to hear of your safe arrival ; so you must 
let me know as soon as possible.'* 

" I must really be saying good-by now," 
said Colonel Desmond. " I leave tliis room 
a much happier man than I ever thought to 
be.'' 

"You may trust me," said Lady Helen, 
giving him both her hands. " I have given 
you my word, and when you come home I 
shall be ready to keep it. Good-by." 

Colonel Desmond held her hands in his for 
a minute, and then bent down and kissed her 
before he went away. 

" You have given me the right to do that," 
he said, " good-by." 

It was some time after Colonel Desmond 
left the room that Florence Keith came 
in. 

" I was wondering if tea was ready," she 
said, "Reginald is going soon, and he is 
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hoping you will allow him a cup of tea before 
he goes away.*' 

" Certainly," said Lady Helen, ringing the 
bell. " I had no idea how late it was." 

" You were dreaming over the fire,** said 
Florence. " May Reginald come in ? '* 

" Oh yes ; tea will be ready directly.'* 

" I don't envy Arthur Desmond," said Lord 
Carlyon, when he was comfortably enjoying^ 
his tea, " he is going to London to-night." 

" I am sorry he never came to wish us 
good-by," put in Lady Janet; "I quite 

* 

thought he would have done so.'* 

« He has been here this afternoon," replied 
Lady Helen. ** It was whilst you were rest- 
ing. I did not like to disturb you." 

" Then it was very unkind of you. You 
know how much I like Colonel Desmond, and 
I should have enjoyed really seeing him 
again." 
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" He was in a hurry, and bad no time to 
spare. I wanted to call Lord Carlyon, but 
lie would not let me." 

" How long has he been gone ? " 
" Oh, a long time ; an hour, I think." 
When Lord Carlyon was gone, Lady Helen 
explained the whole matter to her aunt. Lady 
Janet received the news with unbounded 
satisfaction. Her great wish was to see her 
niece married again, and she had a high 
opinion of Colonel Desmond. Certainly, 
Lady Helen might have done better in a 
worldly point of view, but Lady Janet was 
not ambitious for her in that way ; so on the 
whole she was quite satisfied with the choice 
the former had made. Lady Helen herself, 
when she thought over the sudden change 
that had come into her life, acknowledged to 
herself that she felt happier and more con- 
tented than she had been for a long time. A 
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good man had asked her to many him, and 
she had consented to do so, after honestly 
telling him what her feelings were. Phe was 
really very glad to have some one to think o£ 
besides herself, and altogether she looked 
forward to the future with confidence and 
satisfaction, if not with exuberant delight. 

Florence Keith very soon left Ashford, and 
went to London to see after her trousseau 
and to pay a round of visits before her mar- 
riage, so Lady Helen and her aunt were left 
at Ashford alone. The first time the former 
met Sir Charles Desmond was one day when 
she was walking through the village. Lady 
Helen having heard a rumour that Evelyn 
was not well, stopped for a minute that she 
might ask her father how she was. 

" Thank you," he replied, " I am sorry to 
say Evelyn is far from well. 

" I have only just heard of her illness," 



! 
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fiaid Lady Helen. " I will come and see her 

4900n." 

" Thank you ; she is duU with no companion 
hut Mrs. Weston." 

" She must be ; I hope she will soon be 
better." 

" Oh yes, I think so. Did you see Arthur 
before he went, Lady Helen? I thought 
lie seemed down in his luck.'* 

** Yes, he came over to wish me good-by.'* 

" Well, he had better have taken my advice 
•about Miss Coventry. She is not half a bad 
sort; not very wise, perhaps, but good- 
natured. I praised him up to her, and did 
all I could for him, but he was determined to 
exile himself to the West Indies." 

" Sir Charles," said Lady Helen, " I do not 
know what you are talking about, but let me 
tell you that I am engaged to be married to 
Colonel Desmond when he returns from 
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Jamaica, which he will do in the spring j 
therefore I ask that I may hear no more re- 
marks from you on the subject you were 
speaking of/' 

" I beg your pardon, Lady Helen. I had 
no idea, I can assure you." 

" I suppose not, but I thought it better ta 
tell you." 

" It is a secret, I suppose ? " 

" Yes, for the present. I will come and see 
Evelyn as soon as possible." 

Lady Helen went home, but had hardly 
reached there when Mrs. Wyndham's carriage 
drove up, containing that lady, who had coma 
over to make a call at Ashford. She was 
shown into the drawing-room, where Lady 
Helen joined her, feeling rather curious to 
know what her visitor would say about Lord 
Carlyon's engagement. Nothing was said, 
however, until just before Mr&. Wyndham's- 
departure, when she said — 
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" I am sorry to say Evelyn Desmond is far 
from well ; I have just been to see her." 

" Yes ; I hear she is not well. I met her 
father just now, and he told me." 

" I am anxious she should go away. I think 
a change would be the best thing for her." 

" Is she ill enough to make that necessary?" 

" I don't know about it, but she has had 
a trying time lately." 

" I suppose you are thinking of Lord 
Carlyon ? " said Lady Helen. " I am sorry 
for her, too, but her father was very wrong to 
encourage him." 

"Well, I have no doubt he thought — " 

" I never thought he meant anything," said 
Lady Helen, " and, to tell you the truth, I 
did not like Lord Carlyon on that account ; 
but he seems to be such a desperate flirt 
that I quite wonder at any lady trusting 
him.** 

" I almost forgot to congratulate you on 



188 ASHPOBD. 



Miss Keith's engagement. Did you expect 
it when she came here ? '* 

" Not in the least ; I was not aware they 
knew each other : it came on me quite as a 
surprise, I am not sure now that I think 
Lord Oarlyon good enough for Florence.** 

" Mr, Wallace seems to admire Evelyn very 
much/' said Mrs. Wyndham, " but she cannot 
bear him.'* 

" That is a pity, for he would be a good 
match for h^r. I am sorry to say, Mrs. 
Wyndham, that I do not much like Evelyn 
Desmond. She seems so unmanageable and 
6onceited that it is no use doing anything for 
her.'* 

" Ah ! I see she is no favourite of yoiirs.' 
" I am afraid I cannot say she is." 
Mrs. Wyndham UQxt began to comment 
upon Colonel Desmond's departure, and that 
subject lasted her till she went away.^ 



»f 
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CHAPTER XI. 

The next day, Lady Helen fulfilled her 
promise that she would go and see Evelyn 
Desmond. On arriving at the Cottage, she 
was shown into the drawing-room, where she 
found Sir Charles, his daughter, and Mrs. 
Weston, the two former reading novels, and 
the latter dozing over her knitting ; Evelyn 
looked more cross than ill, and she did not 
seem over pleased by the sight of her visitor. 
Lady Helen sat down, however, saying to 
her — 

" I am sorry to hear you are not well ; I 
hope you will soon be better.*' 

" Yes, I am not well now," said Evelyn, 
"it is so dull.'* 
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" The country is always dull at this time 
of the year, and if it was not, I am afraid 
you are hardly well enough for any gaiety." 

" Oh yes, I am ! a ball would do me more 
good than anything.*' 

" Then you cannot have much the matter 
with you," said Lady Helen, who thought 
Miss Desmond was suffering from a sulky fit. 

"By the way. Lady Helen," put in Sir 
Charles, " did I tell you I met an old acquain- 
tance of yours the other day ? " 

" No, you never told me." 

" A Mr. Grey, he is staying at Coombe ; he 
remembers meeting you at Florence." 

" I am afraid the recollection is not mutual ; 
if he is at Coombe, I dare say I shall see him, 
for I am going to dine there to-morrow." 

"What a barbarous institution dining out 
in the country is ; fancy going seven miles for 
your dinner, on a dark night, and along bad 
roads." 



ASHFORD. 191 



" All nights are not dark, and all roads are 
not bad/' 

"ThB Wyndhams give rather pleasant 
parties," said Sir Charles, "but the Greshams 
have never honoured me with their notice.'* 

" It is very cold to-day," said Lady Helen, 
**and it looks like snow ; I hope it will be fine 
to-morrow, for I should not like to be 
snowed-up at Coombe." 

" I think home is the best place in winter," 
said Sir Charles. " I am beginning to value 
my own fireside." 

" We must take things as we find them," 
answered Lady Helen ; " I am not sure that 
I very much care about dining out myself, 
only one must do it." 

" People in this part of the world;" went 
on Sir Charles, " seem to have an immense 
belief in Lady Gresham ; they consider her very 
handsome ; she may be very agreeable, but I 
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never talked to her, so I don*t know. To me 
she appears to be a fat woman, with good 
eyes, rather more like a feather bed set on 
end than anything else; but whenever she 
condescends to roll her eyes at her humble 
neighbours, they say to each other, * does 
not Lady Gresham look very handsome I * — 
they have said it till they quite believe it." 

" I do call her a fine looking woman," said 
Lady Helen, " and a very pleasant one if she 
likes ; I own myself to being rather afraid of 
her, and her eyes, they seem to follow one 
about." 

" She is a great awkward creature," an* 
swered Sir Charles, " that is all I can say for 
her." 

" 1 think you don't know her, so perhaps 
you are hardly a judge. I believe she is 
popular." " Evelyn," said Lady Helen, " da 
you want any books to read ? if you do, I 
will send you some." 
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" Thank you ; if you would do so, I shall 
be grateful." 

" Shall I fetch them ? " said Sir Charles, 

" No, I will not trouble you ; I can send 
one of the servants down with them. I must 
be going now; good-by." 

Lady Helen went into the hall, followed by 
Sir Charles. He took up his hat, intending 
to escort her home, but she stopped him, 
saying— 

" Thank you. Sir Charles, for your good 
intentions, but I shall not bring you out.'* 

" "Will you not allow me to see you through 
the village ? " 

"I am much obliged to you, but the 
village is not dangerous, and I have my dog 
as a guard." 

She went away, and Sir Charles returned 
to his own fireside; when he entered the 
room, Evelyn said — 
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" I thought you were going with her.'* 

" She would not have it; she is as obstinate 
as a mule.** 

" I know that,** said Evelyn, " and so con- 
ceited, T do not want her stupid books ; I 
am sure they will be very mild, only I did not 
dare say so.'* 

** Well, I should have been angry if you 
had offended her.** 

" Did you not tell me she was going to be 
married ? why do you go on bothering about 
Lady Helen?'* 

" She is not married yet, and I don't know 
whether she will be.** 

"I do ! " said Evelyn ; "but I hate her; she 
sent for her odious cousin, just to take Lord 
Carlyon away from me." 

" Gently, my dear child," said Sir Charles, 
who looked much amused at her anger, " you ' 
should not express yourself quite so plainly." 
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" But I do hate her, and I will say so/' 
said Evelyn; "nasty, tiresome, meddling 
woman." 

" Evelyn,'' said her father, " you are in a 
passion ; if you knew how ugly it makes you 
look, you would be more careful ; your face 
is scarlet. I see Lord Carlyon coming to 
call ; I desire you to leave the room, and not 
appear again till you are fit to be seen." 

There was a large party at Coombe the 
next night. When Lady Helen Drummond 
arrived, she found them nearly all assembled. 
After the first greetings were over, Lady 
Gresham introduced Mr. Grey to her ; she 
found that her acquaintance with him had 
been very slight, as they had only met at one 
or two balls, when they were both passing the 
winter at Florence. Lady Helen also remem- 
bered that she did not much like what she 
had seen of him. Sir John took her into 
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dinner, but Mr. Grey managed to be on her 
other side, and evidently wished to make 
himself agreeable to her. After a little pre- 
liminary conversation, he said — 

" I met a neighbour of yours the other 
day — Sir Charles Desmond. I remember him 
very well at Florence. I was surprised to find 
him settled down here ; I fancied he always 
lived abroad." 

" He is only just returned to England ; I 
should not think he will stay here very long." 

" He is a poor man, I believe ; what can he 
find to do ? '* 

" Nothing very much. He smokes cigars, 
and reads novels; also he goes out if any 
one asks him." 

" Well, he took us all in ; he figured about 
at Florence, as a gay bachelor; he was a 
great favourite with the ladies. I hear now, 
he was married all the time, and that he ha& 
a daughter grown up.'* 
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" It is quite true. His daughter is here 
with him." 

" She ought to be handsome, if she is like 
lier father." 

" She is very pretty, but not like him." 

" I dare say you find them pleasant neigh- 
bours, and see a good deal of them. "Were 
you not very much surprised when you heard 
he was married ? " 

" Rather ! I should think most people were 
who remembered the life he led abroad. I do 
not see much of them now, for I cannot say 
that I like either Sir Charles or his daughter 
very much." 

" Indeed ! " said Mr. Grey, " they live in 
your village, do they not ? " 

" I am sorry to say they do. Have you 
heard. Sir • John," said Lady Helen, turning 
to her host, "that Miss Coventry is from 
her home for some months." 

" I believe her relations came down to look 
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after her ; she was bent on making an ass of 
herself, but her uncle has got her away from 
Ensor." 

" I am glad of it ; she is wise to leave it,. 
I think." 

"She would have married Sir Charles if 
she had not been persuaded out of it. She 
will live to be very thankful she did not da 



so. 



" I think, Sir John," said Mr. Grey, " that 
you are rather hard on our friend. He came 
over to his own home, and tried to settle 
down there ; he wished to mend his fortunes 
by marrying an heiress, and you seem ta 
rejoice over his failure in the most open 



manner." 



" Of course I do,'* answered Sir John, " I 
don't know the fellow, and I don't mean to 
know him. I have such an opinion of him> 
that I will take care he never comes into my 
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house, A great many people have taken 
him up, but a great many more will not 
notice him, so you see there are two opinions 
about him in this county, Mr* Grey." 

" What is your opinion. Lady Helen ? '^ 
asked Mr. G-rey. 

" I really don't know that I am called 
upon to say at this minute," she answered, 
" I do not see much of Sir Charles Desmond, 
and I have no desire to see much of him in 
the future. I don't feel sure that I have any 
opinion about him." 

" Lady Helen agrees with me," said Sir 
John, " I have heard her say so. She thinks 
the sooner Sir Charles goes away, the 
better." 

** Well, I really don't know what he is 
staying at Ashford for, particularly now 
Miss Coventry is gone." 

" I imagine he is staying till she comes 
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back," said Mr. Grey. " Is the young lady of 
age ? " 

" She will never see thirty again," 
answered Sir John. " Oh, yes, she is quite of 
age." 

" Shall you be going to London soon, 
Sir John?" said Lady Helen, wishing to 
change the conversation. 

" Yes, I suppose so ; Lady Gresham 
always takes me there every year. We stay 
about six weeks. Of course you will be 
there for the season ? " 

" I think not. I have promised to meet 
Florence Keith in Loudon, soon after Easter, 
and to stay with her till she is married." 

** Is the wedding day fixed ?" 

*' Not quite, but I believe it will be in May." 

" I would not wait too long if I were her," 
said Sir John. " I never see the good of long 
engagements." 
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" I advised her to be married as soon as 
possible," answered Lady Helen, " but there 
^was a great deal to be settled first." 

" I thought Lord Carlyon had gone to 
meet Miss Keith at her uncle's house, but I 
hear he is at home again ? " 

" Is he ? I did not know that." 

" Then he did not call on you yesterday ? 
Fred was riding home from hunting, and he 
met him near Ashford." 

" He did not come to see me ; I did not 
thick he was in the country." 

Lady Helen went on talking to Sir John 
till the end of dinner, though Mr. Grrey tried 
several times to join in the conversation. 
At last he desisted from his efforts, thinking 
that they were not properly appreciated. 

" When the ladies were in the drawing- 
room after dinner. Lady Gresham managed 
to beguile her guest into the conservatory, 
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under the pretence of showing her some 
plants. She kept Lady Helen there till the 
gentlemen appeared, when Mr. Gresham 
joined the party. His mother then slipped' 
away, but when Lady Helen wished to follow 
her, she was stopped by Mr. Gresham, who 
begged her to wait a few minutes, as he had 
something he very much wished to say to 
her. 

" Of course I will wait if you wish it,'*^ 
she said, " hut I cannot think what you can 
have to say to me that you do not wish your 
mother to hear ? " 

" You are cruel," said Mr. Gresham, 
" surely you have not been blind to the 
feelings with which I have regarded you ever 
since I made your acquaintance." 

That is not very long ago, Mr. Gresham." 

Lady Helen ! I have known you long 

enough to love you most sincerely, better 



▲SHFOBD. 203 



than any one in the world — even more than 
my mother. I have never asked any one to 
marry me before this evening, and I now 
ask you to do so." 

" I thank you very much, Mr. Gresham^ 
for the honour you have destined for me, 
but I am compelled te decline it. I can 
never marry you." 

" You must take time to think over my 
offer. My fortune, my position are both 
good. My family is equal to your own- 
My mother would welcome you as a daughter 
with the greatest pleasure. My father like& 
and admires you already. I myself would 
do everything in my power to make you 
happy in the future." 

" I am very sorry, Mr. Grresham, but I 
must repeat my former answer. I cannot 
marry you." 

" You say I have not known you long. 
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I will wait any time you please. Only give 
me a little hope." 

" I cannot, and it is useless continuing 
this painful subject. Mr. Gresham, I know 
you have paid me the greatest compliment 
that it is possible lor a man to pay a woman. 
I thank you most sincerely for your good 
opinion of me, also you must understand 
that I am v-ery grateful to Sir John and 
Lady Gresham for the kindness they have 
always shown to me since I came into this 
neighbourhood, and I should be truly sorry 
if anything were to interrupt my friendship 
with them, but I cannot give you the least 
hope, that either now, or at any future time, 
I shall be able to do as you wish." 

" I am very much grieved and disap- 
pointed. Lady Helen, I had hoped for a 
very different reply. Your manner led me to 
think—" 
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" There I am sure you are mistaken,'* 
she answered, " I am sorry if there was any- 
thing in my manner that deceived you, but 
it must have been your own fault." 

" Only answer one more question, and I 
have done. Is there any one you prefer to 
me. 

" Mr. Gresham ! " said Lady Helen angrily, 
" that is a question that you have no right to 
ask me, and it is one that I must decline to 
answer. If you have nothing more to say, 
bad we not better return to the drawing- 
room ? " 

Mr. Gresham stood aside to let her pass, 
and Lady Helen at last escaped from him. 
She was annoyed and vexed at what had 
taken place, not that she felt much pity for 
the rejected lover ; she thought he did not 
care much for her, but asked her to marry 
him, in obedience to his mother's wishes. 
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who she felt certain would not easily forgive 
the refusal he had met with. Lady Helen 
had been very careful in her manner to Mr. 
Gresham, because she saw very clearly what 
his intentions were, and she hoped he would 
understand that he had no chance of success, 
without giving her the trouble of telling him 
so. There was no help for it, however ; he 
had rushed on his fate, and had no one to 
thank but himfeelf. Lady Gresham soon saw 
the turn matters had taken ; she looked black 
as thunder, when her guest wished her good 
night, so it must be said that Lady Helen 
was very glad to get away from her presence. 
Mr. Grey, who had been watching her, saw 
that something was gone wrong ; he thought 
he had an opportunity of telling an ill-natured 
story. He believed Lady Helen had snubbed 
him at dinner, and was much affronted in 
consequence. As soon as the door was closed 
on his victim,^he began— 



ASHFOBD. 207 



" Her ladyship wears well by caudle light. 
I should like to see her in the morning ; does 
she look well then ? She must be more than 
thirty," 

" I believe she is about thirty years old," 
^aid Lady Gresham, who knew exactly. 

" Well, she does not look it in the evening. 
What does she do with herself now ; she is 
very rich, I suppose ? Will she marry that 
scamp, Sir Charles Desmond?" 

" Marry him ; no, I should think not. 
Why ? " 

" I don't know why, unless she likes him. 
Did you never hear that she was once believed 
to be very much in love with him ? " 

" I never heard anything about that. I 
did not think she had ever known him, except 
very slightly." 

" Then you do not know very much about it. 
Lady Helen was a very gay young widow 
some years ago, at Florence, and I can assure 
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you her flirtation with. Sir Charles was very 
much talked about.'* 

" Indeed,'* said Lady Gresham, raising her 
eyebrows. " I had no idea. Indeed ! " 

" What are you all talking about ? " put in 
Sir John. '* Lady Helen and Sir Charles Des- 
mond I Why she cannot bear him ; what 



nonsense." 



" Well, she has changed her mind very 
much in that case. Some years ago we all 
thought she meant to be Lady Helen Desmonds 
It was a great pity, for his character was 
well known. There were bets about as to 
whether the marriage would come off. At 
last 1 suppose she got tired of the whole 
business, and all of a sudden we beard that 
she was gone — she made a bolt, in fact. Sir 
Charles was left behind, lamenting." 

" Quite the best thing she could do," said 
Sir John. " I am sure she does not care for 
him now." 
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" He has followed her here. There is no 
reason now why she should not marry 
Mm. Every one knew she liked him then." 

" I dare say she will," said Lady Gresham. 
" I for one should not be at all surprised. I 
am sure she is a silly woman. I don't think 
there is any harm in her, but she is weak. 
Sir Charles is close at hand, and has every 
opportunity." 

" He is not a man to neglect his chances," 
answered Mr. Grey. "How handsome he 
is!" 

"Yes," said Lady Gresham, "and Lady 
Helen is quite a person to be attracted by 
that." 

" Well, I don't much like all this gossip," 
added Sir John, " this raking up of old stories, 
and 1 hope no one will repeat them after to- 
night.' 
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CHAPTER XII. 

" Certainly there is nothing in the world 
that is so much valued as money," said Lady 
Helen to her aunt the next morning. " If 
my uncle had left his property to Florence 
instead of to me, and I had come to stay with 
her—" 

" Mr. Gresham would have wanted to 
marry Florence Keith then, and not you," 
said Lady Janet. 

" Of course he would ; and most likely he 
would have received the same answer. But 
if he had thought of me under those circum- 
stances, how angry Lady Gresham was sure 
to have been. It was ai;i unpleasant end to 
an unpleasant evening. That Mr. Grey was 
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very disagreeable all dinner time,' and I was 
sorry Mr. Gresham chose that particular time 
to put his fate to the touch." 

" So am I ; but those things will happen ; 
it was no fault of yours. I am afraid Lady 
Gresham will be angry; but after all that 
will not signify much to you. You do not 
want anything from her." 

" I wonder what Lord Carlyon was doing 
at Ashford the other day, and whether he 
went to the Cottage." 

" I have no doubt he did to while away an 
idle hour. If Florence were wise, she would 
not put off her wedding, but have it as soon 
as possible." 

" So I told her, but she won't be married 
till the end of May. I think she is foolish, 
but I cannot help it. I hope I did not do 
wrong in keeping her here till it was 
settled." 
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" She was determined to have him ; so I 
hope it will be all right in the end. But I do 
not like the idea of his being at Ashf ord with* 
out coming here/* 

" No, more do I/* replied Lady Helen. 

Lady Gresham was very angry with Lady 
Helen for rejecting the honour of an alliance 
with her son. She revenged herself by 
telling every one she could the little bit of 
news she had heard from Mr. Grey respect- 
ing the former's, acquaintance with Sir Charles 
Desmond. She added also a good many com- 
ments and suspicions of her own. Under this 
skilful handling the story grew and flourished 
in the most wonderful manner, and Lady 
Helen, who was living at home in the quietest 
way, would have been shocked and dismayed 
if she had heard half the things that were said 
about her. Even her very quietness was 
turned against her, for it was said that " she 



ASHFOED. 213 



^ould not be satisfied at AsM ord if there was 

not something in the place that she liked very 

much." She would have been very angry if 

she had known ; but she did not. 

Lady Helen and her aunt, were, however, 

both very much troubled by the rumours 

they could not help hearing concerning Lord 

Carlyon's frequent visits to the Cottage. 

There was much talk in the village about 

them, and also of the high play that accom- 
panied them. Lord Carlyon sometimes came 

up to the Park and made a short and formal 
visit there. Florence's letters were quite 
happy, and she spoke in them of her ap- 
proaching wedding, to which she seemed to 
look forward with perfect confidence. 

Easter, in the meantime, had come and 
gone, and the time drew near when Lady 
Helen had promised to join her cousin in 
London, and she had not much more than a 
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fortniglit left for the country before doing' 
so. 

Lady Gresham thought it a duty to make 
a formal call at Ashford Park. So one day 
in Easter week she started off to do it, 
stopping at the Rectory on her way to see 
Mrs. Legh, who was at home, and much 
honoured by the visit. 

"I am going to town early next week," 
said Lady Gresham. " I wished to call 
here before I went. I am pleased to find 
you at home." 

" Thank you. What a beautiful day it is !" 

" It certainly is. I suppose Lady Helen is 
at home. I am thinking of going to the 
Park." 

" Yes, I believe she is ; I have not heard 
anything to the contrary." 

" How are matters going on in your village ? 
Is there any news ? " 
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" No ; we have seen very little of Lady 
Helen lately ; we have sometimes met her in 
the village, and the other day I know she 
called at the Cottage, for I saw her coming 
away." 

" Is there anything in the stories about her 
and Sir Charles, do you think ? " said Lady 
Gresham, who by this time had nearly for- 
gotten that she had started them. 

" No ; I should hardly think so. I don't 
fancy she sees much of him. She only makes 
a formal call now and then." 

" Evelyn Desmond was ill, I heard, some 
little time ago. Is she better now ? '' 

" I cannot understand Evelyn Desmond at 
all," said Mrs. Legh. " She pretends not to 
be well, but I do not believe a word of it. 
Lord Carlyon is often there, I am afraid." 

" What a pity," answered Lady Gresham ; 
" do you think Lady Helen knows that ? " 
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" I cannot say, she has never spoken of it 
to me.'* 

" She had Miss Keith down here, and made 
up the match ; she is in a way responsible for 
it." 

** I am afraid there is a great deal of high 
play at the Cottage sometimes," went on Mrs. 
Leorh. " I hear Sir Charles has manaofed to 
win a good deal of money from Lord Carlyon 
in that way." 

" Well, I hope if Lady Helen marries him, 
she will have the sense to have her property 
well tied up, or it will be all gone in no 
time." 

" I hope she will never marry him. I don't 
think it can ever come to that," said Mrs. 
Legh. "You don't really think so, Lady 
Gresham ? " 

" 1 believe him to be the only person she 
ever cared two straws for. Of course, when 
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she first made Sir Charles Desmond's acquaint- 
ance his wife was alive, I don't suppose she 
knew anything about that, but Mr. Grey, a 
friend of ours, who knew her abroad, told us 
that some years ago, at Florence, there was a 
great talk about them, and Lady Helen 
certainly made a great fool of herself about 
Sir Charles ; directly she came here, he fol- 
lowed her, so, of course, people talk." 

" Well, I don't think I believe the story," 
said Mrs. Legh ; ** Lady Helen may have 
been foolish once, but I don't fancy she is 
now. She hardly sees anything of Sir Charles 
or his daughter." 

** Indeed!" said Lady Gresham, in her most 
majestic manner, and with a magnificent roll 
of her eyes, that nearly quenched her auditor. 
•" Indeed, you are probably tolerably well in- 
formed on the subject, but the report is 
generally credited that Lady Helen Drum- 
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mond is likely to be Lady Helen Desmond^ 
before long ; if it is not true, some measures 
ought to be taken to contradict it." 

" It will contradict itself, if it is not true, 
replied Mrs. Legh, "so I should think it 
would be better to say nothing about it, and 
let the whole thing die away." 

Lady Gresham, who, like a good many 
people, was ready with her tongue till shV 
was contradicted, but never knew what to 
say if such a wonderful thing happened — so 
unused was she to such a process — could only 
look at Mrs. Legh, and roll her eyes ; at last 
she said — 

" At all events, Lady Helen ought to take 
some notice of the disgraceful stories that 
seem to be current, respecting Sir Charles 
Desmond and Lord Carlyon." 

" It is very difl&cult to know what to do in 
such a case," answered Mrs. Legh, "but 
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Lady Helen is just passing the windows now. 
I suppose she is coming here.'* 

Lady Helen looked rather taken aback, 
when she was shown into the room, and per- 
ceived how it was occupied. She had never 
seen Lady Gresham since the memorable 
evening on which she had dined at Coombe^ 
Lady Gresham received her, however, with 
great dignity and grace combined, remark- 
ing— 

" I was just on my way to Ashford, Lady 
Helen, to call on you." She said it, just as 
if she expected Lady Helen to run home as 
fast as she could, that she might be thera 
first. 

" Then I am very glad I happened to meet 
you here," replied the latter. " I have been 
out all the afternoon,^ and I came to ask if 
Mr. Legh was at home, as I want to see him 
on business." 
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"He is not in at present, but I hope lie 
soon will be," said Mrs. Legh. 

" Then I will wait a little while in the hope 
of seeing him." 

" I am afraid I must be going," said Lady 
Gresham, rising. " Good-bj, Mrs. Legh." 

" I shall hope to come over before you 
leave Coombe," added Lady Helen. " I 
believe you are soon to be in London.'' 

" Very soon. In fact next week." 

After she was gone. Lady Helen said — 

"I came here this afternoon, because I 
wanted to see Mr. Legh, and ask his advice, 
on a subject that has been distressing me 
very much lately. I daresay you can guess 
what I allude to ? " 

" I am afraid I can. Do you allude to any 
rumours that concern Sir Charles Desmond ? " 

" I do ; and you may imagine how grieved 
I am to hear them. Since Mr. Legh is not 
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at home, I will talk it over with jou, because 
I am sure that anything I may say will be 
safe. My great doubt is how far it is right 
to leave my cousin, Miss Keith, in ignorance 
of what is said here. I have no wish to make 
mischief, but things have come to such a 
pitch, that I hardly can tell what to do." 

"My husband would be a better adviser 
than I am," replied Mrs. Legh. " I am very 
sorry for you, Lady Helen, and you may trust 
me to do anything T can to help you." 

" Have you ever heard that Evelyn Des- 
mond is in the habit of meeting Lord Carlyon 
alone ? " 

" I am sorry to say I have. I have heard 
it several times lately, but neither my hus- 
band or myself have ever seen them together." 

" Then I may at least hope that it may not 
be true that they have been in the habit of 
taking evening walks in the garden at the 
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Cottage. I never heard of it till this morn- 
ing, when my maid, who is a very old servant, 
told me of it, because she thought I ought to 
know what was being said." 

" It is very much the same story that.we 
have been obliged to believe," answered Mrs. 
Legh. " I was so shocked at it, that I shut 
my ears to it as long as I could. I am afraid 
there is no doubt at all that Sir Charles 
persuades Lord Carlyon to play at cards with 
him, and it is quite certain that Lord Carlyon 
is carrying on a great flirtation with Evelyn 
just now." 

" It is very disgraceful and disreputable," 
said Lady Helen. " I would speak to Lord 
Carlyon myself, and remonstrate with him, 
only I hardly ever see him." 

" No, I dare say not ; he is afraid of what 
you may say to him." 

" Poor Florence. I can't think what I 
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must tell her, I have the greatest horror of 
interfering and making mischief. Lord Carlyon 
is such an ass ! " 

" There is not the least doubt of that, 
said Mrs. Legh. "It is a sad business 
altogether ; you may depend upon it that 
both Mr. Legh and myself will do anything 
in our power to help or advise you." 

" Thank you ! I wish Mr. Legh could 
come up to the Park, and talk matters over 
with me some day when he is not very busy." 

** I am sure he will be very glad to do so," 
said Mrs. Legh, as her visitor rose to take 
leave. 

It was some little way from the Rectory 
to Lady Helen's own house, and she had one 
or two fields to cross before she reached the 
boundaries of the Park. As she walked 
along, thinking rather sadly over what she 
had just been talking of, she was startled 
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by hearing the sound of voices on the other 
side of the hedge. They were quite unmis- 
takable, she would have heard what was 
said if she had taken the trouble of listening. 
There were two voices, a man's and a 
woman's, and she was quite sure they 
belonged to Evelyn and Lord Carlyon. 
She went on her way, however, and passed 
through a stile that led into the other field, 
and close to it she met Evelyn Desmond^ 
who flushed scarlet on seeing her, and tried 
to pass her without saying anything. 

*' Wait a minute, Evelyn," said Lady 
Helen, " I want to speak to you. I heard 
two voices as I came along. Where is Lord 
Carlyon ? " 

Evelyn stared at her for a minute and 
then answered her rather impertinently — 

" He was here a minute ago, talking to me ;, 
I don't know where he is now." 
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" I am afraid you are going on in a very 
foolish way," went on Lady Helen. " I have 
no wish to be hard on you as you are very 
young, and have no one to advise you, but 
you are quite old enough to know how very 
silly it is of you to encourage Lord Carlyon 
to flirt with you so much." 

" What ever I do," said Evelyn angrily, 
" is no business of yours." 

" You are quite wrong there," said Lady 
Helen. " It is my business, I am the chief 
person here. You live in my house. Your 
father for the present is my tenant. If I see 
any young person in the parish acting in a 
way of which I do not approve, you may 
depend upon it I shall speak to her as I 
choose. But Evelyn," she went on, " I do 
not wish to be too severe. You have no 
idea how you are talked of in the village. 
Bemember that Lord Carlyon is an engaged 
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man. It can give you no real pleasure or 
happiness to waste your time in an idle 
flirtation with him. Be wise in time, and 
give it up. He is far more to blame than 
you are, and he knows it." 

" If he is an engaged man," said Evelyn, 
" there can be no harm in it, for every one 
must be sure that we mean noticing." 

" There is harm in it," answered Lady 
Helen ; " it is very bad for any girl to be 
talked of as you are. It will not hurt Lord 
Carlyon, of course, but it would distress Miss 
Keith very much if she knew it." 

" Shall you tell her ? " said Evelyn, looking 
rather triumphant. 

" Certainly not, but I shaU be obliged to 
ask Mr. Legh to speak to your father if you 
go on as you are now doing." 

" Lady Helen, I will not be interfered 
with. You have no right to call me to 
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account, and lecture me in tbis way. You 

have always been unkind and spiteful to me. 

« 

You and your cousin between you took Lord 
Carlyon away from me, so you must not be 
surprised if I do all I can to get him back 
again.'* 

" Evelyn, you ought to be very much 
ashamed of yourself for saying such things, 
and I see it is no use speaking to you, but I 
give you one more warning. Your present 
conduct, if you persist in it, may bring great 
misery on three people — ^yourself, Lord 
Carlyon, and Miss Keith. It can bring hap- 
piness or good to no one. As to my having 
sent for Miss Keith to take away Lord 
Carlyon from you, you know very well 
that she knew him before either you or I 
did, so I hope that when you come to think 
it over, you will be sorry for what you have 
said." 
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" I am sure I shall not,'* answered Evelyn, 
" and it is no use your talking to me, Lady 
Helen, for you have no right to speak to me 
as you are doing, and I shall not allow it.'^ 

" Very well," replied Lady Helen, " you 
will not have a chance of allowing it, for I 
shall never notice you again till you apolo- 
gise for what you have said to-day ; and now 
perhaps you will get over that stile as quickly 
as you can, and go away from here. I have 
no wish to see any more of you just at 
present." 

Evelyn was compelled to make a some- 
what ignominious retreat, and Lady Helen 
pursued her way home, and arrived there 
without any further adventures. She was 
very much distressed at what she had seen 

and heard. She told everything to her aunt, 
and asked her advice. 

" I am sure I don't know, my dear," said 



ASHFOED. 229 



Lady Janet ; " we ought to tell Florence, but 
if we make a fuss and the engagement is 
broken off, Lord Carljon maj take it into 
his head to marrj that odious girl, and it 
would turn out for her advantage then.** 

'* I am not quite certain that it would be 
for an J one's advantage to marrj Lord 
Carlyon," replied Lady Helen, " he is so very 
changeable. Oh, dear, how I do wish that 
Arthur were- here. I am sure he would tell 
me what to do." 

" He is not changeable, at all events," said 
Lady Janet, triumphantly. 

" No ! he is so constant himself, that he 
cannot understand change in others," said 
Lady Helen with a smile. " Well, he will 
soon be home now, but I am afraid this busi- 
ness will not keep till he comes. Shall I 
write to Lord Carlyon." 

" It will be very good of you to do so," 
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said Lady Janet. " I hope jou will turn that 
nasty old woman out of that house as soon 
as you can. I want it for myself. I think I 
shall like to live there when you are married."" 

" I will turn Mrs. Weston out of the 
Cottage as soon as possible. She is under 
notice to leave, but I do not think I shall let 
you live anywhere but here." 

" They are a thoroughly bad lot," went on 
Lady Janet. " I cannot help feeling rather 
sorry for Lord Carlyon ; he is in their power,, 
and I do not think he will get out of it again; 
he is very weak, and they are very unprin- 
cipled. I do not see my way through it at 
all." 
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CHAPTER XIII. 

, When Mr. Legh reached home on the eventful 
day before mentioned, he found his wife wait- 
ing for him in a state of great anxiety. 

" Lady Helen has been here," she began. 

" It is a most extraordinary thing,'' burst 
out Mr. Legh, "I never believed it till to- 
day, but Mr. Wyndham told me just now, for 
a fact, that she is really going to marry Sir 
Charles !" 

" It cannot be true," said Mrs. Le^h. 
" Lady Helen has just been here. She panted 
to see you ; we were talking about Evelyn and 
Lord Carlyon. She seems very much put out 
by their conduct." 
, " Mr. Wyndham asked Sir Charles if he 
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were engaged to be married/' continued Mr. 
Legh, " and he did not deny it; Lady Helen 
is going to lunch at Oakley to-morrow, and 
Mr. Wyndham says he means to congratulate 
her." 

" He had much better not," replied Mrs. 
Legh. " Lady Helen will be very angry if he 
should do so. She is not a person to take a 
liberty with." 

" As far as I can make out, the Greshams 
were the first people who started the report, 
and now Sir Charles has taken it up, and is 
using it for his own purposes. I dare say he 
wants to borrow money." 

" It is a great shame, and very wrong to 
spread these stories," said Mrs. Legh, " I 
don't think Lady Helen has the least idea of 
such a thing." 

"I am sure for her own sake I hope she 
has not," answered Mr. Legh; " Sir Charles 
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would make any woman wretched. Let me 
see, she is going to Oakley to-morrow, but 
the next day I might go up to the Park and 
talk over this business with her." 

The Wyndhams were down at Oakley for 
the Easter holidays, and Lady Helen had for 
some time been engaged to go over and lunch 
there. She did not expect any great pleasure 
from her visit, but she had been asked so 
often, that at last she thought she would go 
and get it over. The fact of the Wyndhams 
being friends of Sir Charles Desmond did 
not make her more anxious to see them. 
However, she went, and was received by Mrs. 
Wyndham with the most effusive cordiality, 
and all went on very smoothly for some time. 
No one said anything about Evelyn or Lord 
-Carlyon, and all dangerous topics seemed to be 
avoided, but the harmless news and gossip of 
the county was talked over, and at last Lady 
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Helen thought the time was come when it 
would be allowable to order her carriage. 
Just before it arrived, Mr. Wyndham said to 
her — 

" I hope I am not premature, Lady Helen, 
but may I be allowed, as I shall not have the- 
pleasure of seeing you again for some time, 
to take this opportunity of offering you my 
congratulations." 

"Will you kindly explain your meaning," 
said Lady Helen, drawing herself up and look- 
ing very dignified. 

" I beg your pardon," went on Mr. Wynd- 
ham. " I hope you are not annoyed, but I 
saw Sir Charles Desmond the other day, and 
he quite gave me to understand that he was- 
engaged to be married to you." 

Lady Helen looked at him in indignation 
and amazement. 

" It is not true, Mr. Wyndham," she said. 
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** and it never will be true. You must have 
mistaken what he said.'* 

" I did not/' answered Mr. Wyndham^ 
" he certainly allowed me to think so. I am 
very sorry I have vexed you by speaking of 
the report." 

" If there is any report that I am likely to 
marry Sir Charles Desmond, and you hear it^ 
I beg you will give it a most unqualified con- 
tradiction. If Sir Charles himself has heard 
it, or allowed it to be said, it is most unjustifi- 
able on his part, and I shall take care never 
to speak to him again." 

" I will contradict it if I hear any more of 
it," replied Mr. Wyndham. ** You may trust 
me to do so." 

" Thank you," said Lady Helen. 

Lady Helen Drummond was very angry 
indeed ; she had kept her temper with Mr. 
Wyndham for the sake of politeness, but she 
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felt dreadfully annoyed at what she had heard. 
She did not like the idea of her name being 
coupled with that of Sir Charles Desmond, 
and she could not guess how the • story had 
arisen, or how long it had been about. She 
had been very careful not to have much inter- 
course with the Cottage. The time for Colonel 
Desmond's return was oew drawing near, and 
she looked forward to seeing him again with 
an eagerness that a little while ago she would 
hardly have deemed possible. Everything at 
Ashford was uncomfortable, and before Lady 
Helen reached home, her mind was made up 
to go away from it as soon as possible. 

" I mean to go to London the day after to- 
morrow," she said to Lady Janet. " Will you 
come with me ? " 

**To London 1" said Lady Janet. "I 
thought you were so busy here, that you 
could not get away for another fortnight ? " 



ASHFOBD. 237 



" So I am ; but I shall quarrel with every* 
body if I stay at Ashford. You will never 
guess at the impertinence of the people of this 
neighbourhood. They really declare that I 
am going to marry Sir Charles, and to-day 
Mr. Wyndham began to congratulate me." 

" What a shame," answered her aunt. 
** Were you very angry ? " 

" I don't think I was quite so rude as I 
felt inclined to be. I should have liked to 
have boxed his ears, or hit him on the head 
with the poker; but I believe I answered 
him civilly. He actually had the face to tell 
me he heard it from Sir Charles." 

" I dare say he did," said Lady Janet. 

** How could he ? I hardly ever speak to Sir 
Charles." 

" That won't matter to him if he felt in- 
clined to tell a story. I have no doubt he is 
spreading' the report himself for his own 
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purposes, and the sooner we are off from here 
the better." 

" We are going the day after to-morrow. 
I don't know what right people have to talk 
about me. I never did any one harm. Certainly 
living in the country has some charms that I 
never dreamed of. One ought to go and 
build a house in a desert island, and then 
perhaps one might be let alone. I believe if 
two stones are put in the middle of the road, 
and left there, some one would talk about 
them." 

" My dear," said Lady Janet, " these sort 
of places are always gossiping, and I am 
afraid you gave offence in some quarters by 
your refusal of Mr. Gresham," 

" Well, I could not have accepted him, and 
if I could I would not. Lady Gresham must 
have been sure of / that, stupid creature. I 
wonder he ever thought of asking me.' 
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" Lady Gresham of course admires her own 
son very much, and thinks his wife will be a 
most fortunate woman." 

" Lady Gresham and her son are just alike, 
so no wonder she is pleased with him. I 
should not mind this gossip half so much if 
I were not afraid of Arthur hearing it. Some 
one is sure to have told him, because he was 
always a friend of mine, and he did not like 
Sir Charles." 

"Colonel Desmond will not believe it, 
Helen." 

" Of course he will not, for he knows that 
I am engaged to marry him ; but he will not 
like it. I wonder why people are so unkind 
and ill-natured. I dare say Lady Gresham 
hates me; but if she only could feel as 
miserable as I do she would not be so 
hard." 

"It will soon be over, my dear. Don't 
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make yourself so unhappy. We are going 
away from here, and you will forget it all very 
soon." 

"I do so hate being talked about. It 
annoys me more than I can tell you. It is a 
fine evening ; I will go out and take a walk. 
If I sit down I am sure I shall begin ta 
cry. It is not only my own affairs that I 
am thinking of — ^I am so very sorry for 
Florence." 

Lady Helen did feel very unhappy as she 
walked slowly through the Park. It was a 
charming evening in April, and the sun shone 
brightly on the house, lighting it up. The 
trees were just coming into leaf, and the 
whole country looked beautiful in its early 
spring dress. At any .other time she would 
have noticed and enjoyed such a lovely day ; 
but as Lady Helen pursued her way towards 
the village her mind was too full of other 
things for her to think about it. 
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As she came near the Cottage she met 
Sir Charles Desmond, who raised his hat to 
her, but she passed him, walking straight on 
without either looking at him or returning 
his bow. 

Sir Charles stared, and then shrugging his 
shoulders, turned and entered his own 
house. 

Lady Helen walked on to the cottage, 
where she was going to ask after a poor 
woman who was very ill. She did not stay 
long there ; but as she came out again she 
was surprised to see a hansom cab driving 
along the road. In another minute it had 
stopped, and Colonel Desmond jumped out of 
it and advanced to meet her. 

" You here 1 " she exclaimed. 

" Yes ; you are not angry with me for 
coming home three weeks sooner than I ex- 
pected, I hope.'* 
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" Angiy ! oh, no," she said, giving him her 
hand. " But I don't unders.tand it. Where 
did you come from ? " 

" I landed a few hours ago, and came on 
here at once. I arranged things as quickly as 
I could, because I wanted to get away from 
Jamaica and back at home again. Are you 
glad to see me ? ** 

" Yes," said Lady Helen, " I am very glad 
to see you. You can't think how I was 
longing for you an hour ago. When I saw 
who it was I could hardly believe it." 

" May I walk home with you ? " 

" You must ; and I don't care who sees 
us. The more people who do so, the 
better." 

"Then I will send the cab on to the 
house." 

They walked home boldly through the 
village, past Sir Charles Desmond's house. 
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and into the Park. After they had gone 
through the lodge gates, Lady Helen said to 
her companion — 

"I* ask you the same question that you 
asked me a few minutes ago. Are you glad 
to come back to me ? Do you trust me as 
fully as when you went away ? " 

" I have never changed since I knew you ; 
but I love you too much to wish to make you 
unhappy. If you wish for your freedom tell 
me so, and you shall have it at once. I will 
not say another word ; but if you care enough 
about me to marry me, and keep the promise 
you gave me, I shall think myself the luckiest 
man in the world. I will do everything I can 
to make you like me." 

** You have done that," she answered him, 
speaking in a low voice, " though I never 
found it out till you were gone. You be- 
lieve me when I say so, don't you ? 
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" Believe you, my dearest ; I am mosfc 
thankful to do so. You mean that you really 
love me ? '* 

" I do," she said. 

That evening was a happy one at Ashford 
Park, in spite of Florence Keith's troubles* 
Colonel Desmond told Lady Helen that he 
had been able to leave Jamaica a few weeks 
earlier than he at first intended. He found 
that he could sell his estate there. He was 
not sure that he bad made quite as good a 
bargain as he ought to have done, but he was 
very anxious to get away, and he closed with 
the offer at once, especially as the gentleman 
who made it seemed to be a very good 
sort of fellow, and would do well by the place. 

Lady Helen was very ready to have her 
engagement announced, and declared she 
meant to tell Mr. Legh when he came to see 
her the next day. 



ASHFORD. 245 



Colonel Desmond was very much grieved 
by what lie heard of Lord Carlyon ; he pro- 
mised to ride over eariy the next morning to 
his friend's house to remonstrate with him on 
his conduct, and to try and persuade the 
latter to accompany himself and Lady Helen 
to town, where they were going immediately, 
as had been previously fixed. 

Colonel Desmond started on his errand 
directly after breakfast, on the following day, 
and Lady Helen, who had been talking for 
some time to her aunt, soon went into the 
library to write some letters. She did not 
notice that the large dog Niger was in the 
room lying by the window, or she would have 
turned him out ; but she went straight to the 
writing-table, and, sitting down, began to 
look over some letters which she had to 
answer. 

She had been there for half an hour when 
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she heard the door open, and looking round 
she saw, to her astonishment, that Sir Charles 
Desmond had entered the room, and waa 
standing behind her. 

" May I enquire what you mean by this 
sudden appearance. Sir Charles ? " said Lady 
Helen. 

"I came because I longed to see you 
again," he began. "I could not help it. 
You must forgive me." 

" I shall not do anything of the kind," she 
said, angrily. " You have taken a most un-^ 
heard-of liberty by coming into my house in 
this way. It is one I shall not look over, and 
I desire you to leave it again directly." 

" I will not go till you have heard what I 
have to say," he went on, earnestly. " For six 
months I have lived here close to your gates, 
only because I could then see you as you 
passed, and sometimes exchange a few words 
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with you. You must know how deeply I 
love you. I cannot help doing so, though 
I have no hope of your forgiveness. You treat 
me with the most cruel indifference, and that 
makes me still more miserable. I could not 
help coming this morning to see you. Yes- 
terday you passed me without any recogni- 
tion; I have been most wretched ever since. 
I was afraid I had given you some cause of 
offence. I cannot quite believe that the 
affection you once felt for me is quite gone. 
I must tell you once more how much I love 
you. I would have sacrificed everything to 
make you happy. I loved you for yourself 
alone, yet you reject me and accept my 
cousin, who never thought of you till you got 
your money." 

" Sir Charles," said Lady Helen, ** I have 
heard quite enough, of this nonsense. You 
have chosen to walk into this room and break 
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the solemn promise you once made me never 
to speak again on this subject. Also, you 
have allowed reports to be spread about the 
county which connect my name with yours. 
These reports are most disagreeable to me. 
The only way in which I can contradict them 
is by never speaking to you again. That is 
my answer ; now you have got it you had 
better go." 

" I will not, Lady Helen," said Sir Charles. 
** You are the most heartless woman I ever 
saw. For one mistake in the past you con- 
demn me utterly. No repentance can soften 
your feelings to me ; no amount of love ; no 
humiliation; nothing will procure me your 
forgiveness." 

** You are wasting my time and your own," 
replied Lady Helen, " I have beard all this 
before, and I do not believe a word you say. 
You never cared in the least for me, or for 
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rB,ny one else in the world, except yourself, or 
you would not have behaved in the way you 
•did. The feeling I once had for you is en- 
tirely gone, as if it had never existed. I am 
engaged to marry your cousin. Colonel Des- 
mond ; he has my entire respect and affection. 
Have I told you enough? Will you go 
now ? " 

" Our interview is not ended yet. Lady Helen. 
Don't you see you are in my power ? You 
are alone in this room with me. You cannot 
ring the bell without my leave, and that I 
do not intend to give you at present." 

" What am I to understand by this violence, 
Sir Charles ? If you expect me to be alarmed 
by it you are mistaken. Once more, I desire 
you to leave the room." 

" I intend to disobey you, Lady Helen ; I 
am not frightened at a woman's tongue. I 
-am not going away from here till you have 
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given me a written promise of marriage ; I 
shall have some hold on you then.'* 

" Then you will stay here for ever," said 
Lady Helen. " I am not in your power, and 
only my own weakness can place me in it. 
As I have told you, I intend to marry your 
cousin, and I will do him no wrong now." 

" He shall not marry you ! " said Sir 
Charles in a rage. " He has always been my 
enemy ; he came between us in Italy. Da 
you think I am going to stand quietly by 
whilst he takes you away from me again ? '* 

" Sir Charles Desmond," said Lady Helen ^ 
getting up, and standing in front of him, " if 
you were wise you would not refer to what 
happened in Italy. It is not the least use 
your staying here ; you cannot frighten me> 
or make me do as you wish. You have done 
me harm enough ; why 'can't you go away 
and leave me in peace ? " 
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" Because I do not choose. I am a des- 
perate man, Lady Helen, and I must have 
money. Now, once more, will you do as I 
ask you?" 

" I tell you I will not, Sir Charles. I will 
not disgrace my name in any way. What are 
you going to do next ? " 

" I am sure I don't know," he ans\^ered, 
" but it is your own fault if you drive me to 
despair. I am in earnest, Lady Helen. I 
shall not leave this room till you give ' me 
what I ask for. Now, will you do what I tell 
you?" 

" No, Sir Charles, I never will." 

" You shall," he answered, and coming to- 
wards her, he took hold of her arm. " This ia 
no time for courtesy. Lady Helen; I mean you 
to feel who is strongest. Sit down directly,, 
and do what I tell you." 

Just at that minute a growl was heard from 
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the window, and Lady Helen's dog emerged 
from his concealment, and came into view. 

" Sir Charles," said Lady Helen, " unless 
you let go of my arm this instant, I will set 
the dog at you, and you know who will get 
the best of it then/* 

Sir Charles Desmond looked at the dog, 
and then loosed his hold on her arm. 

Come here, Niger," said Lady Helen. 
I l>©g your pardon. Lady Helen,'* 
answered Sir Charles. " You need not look 
so alarmed. I only wanted to frighten you, 
and I think I have succeeded. Good 
morning. 

He turned and left the room, and Lady 
Helen sank into a chair trembling in every 
limb. How long she sat there she did not 
know, but the door opening made her start 
again. It was Colonel Desmond, however, 
just returned from his ride. 
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" My dear, what is the matter ? " he ex- 
claimed, coming to her. 

" Nothing ; I am better now, only I have 
just had a dreadful fright." 

" Don't talk about it yet. Let me take 
you upstairs, and when you are better you 
can tell me about it. I will fetch your aunt." 

"Sir Charles has been here," said Lady 
Helen. " He seemed nearly mad. He was 
so violent, and said such dreadful things. 
That is what alarmed me so much. I am all 
right again now." 

"No you are not," said Colonel Desmond. 
" You must come upstairs with me and be 
quiet. You are safe now. I will not leave 
you again." 

" 1 don't know what he said," she went on, 
" and I can hardly remember what I answered, 
only if Niger had not been in the room, I 
don't know what would have happened." 
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When Lady Helen was safe upstairs, she 
soon recovered herself enough to be able to 
give a coherent account of what had hap- 
pened. Colonel Desmond listened to it in 
great indignation. 

" I win stay with you a little while," he 
said, " but as soon as you are better I must 
see Sir Charles." 

" See him ! What for ? " 

" I will thrash the brute till I break every 
bone in his body. I know I can, for I did it 
once in Italy, and he shall have it again 
now." 

" Oh no ; let him alone." 

" My dear ! I must have my own way, this 
once, ever after you shall have yours. Are 
you stronger now." 

" Yes ; but I don't want you to go." 

"I must, and Lady Janet will say the 
same." 
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At this moment a servant came into the 
room to say that Mr. Legh had called. 

" I think I know what he has come for,'* 
said Colonel Desmond. 

" I remember now ; I asked him. I wanted 
to see him." 

" Well, I will do that for you. Stay here 
till I return." 

It was not very long before Colonel Des- 
mond again entered the room. Lady Helen 
was looking very much better. 

" What did he say ? " she began. 

" He only came to tell you what I had heard 
before." 

** Oh ! I quite forgot to ask you, how 
stupid of me. Did you see Lord Carlyon ? " 

" No ; I did not. I was too late. I must 
tell you some very bad news, Helen, now you 
are well enough to bear it. Lord Carlyon 
has been false to his word and to his honour 
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as a gentleman ; he has gone away from Ash- 
ford with Evelyn Desmond." 

" It cannot be true, he cannot have done 
such a thing;." 

" There is no doubt of it. Mr. Legh came 
up here to tell you. It is a most disgraceful 
business for every one. Lord Garlyon is- 
ruined for ever by it." 

" Did you hear any more particulars." 

" No ; Evelyn went out last night, and 
met him somewhere, she never came back^ 
and they were seen at the station together 
an hour later on their way to London." 

" I ought to go to London, and tell Florence,, 
but I can hardly take it in." 

" Miss Keith is very much to be congratu- 
lated on her escape from such a blackguard."^ 

" I am afraid she will not take it in that 
way. It will be a dreadful blow to her. Can. 
I go to London this afternoon." 



ASHFOED. 257 



(C 



it 



" No ; certainly hot, to-morrow will be time 
enough." 

Do you think Sir Charles knew ? " 
I cannot imagine, but he has gone after 
them, or says he has ; he went straight away 
from here." 

I am so glad." 

I can't say I am. I should like to have 
caught him, but he was too quick for me ; he 
has made a bolt." 

" Then I really hope we have seen the last 
of him," 
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CONCLUSION. 

The inhabit^^nts of Ashford had no reason to 
complain that they had nothing to talk of for 
some time, after the events recorded in my last 
chapter. 

Sir Charles Desmond and his daughter; 
Colonel Desmond's return and the news of 
his approaching marriage with Lady Helen 
Drummond ; Lord Carlyon's elopement with 
Evelyn, were, of course, the great subjects of 
conversation. Sir Charles was very much in 
debt, and if it had not been for the stories so 
industriously spread about that he was engaged 
to be married, the smash "would have come 
rather sooner. He had been living on credit 
ever since his return to England, and had 
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never paid for anything, the only money he 
possessed being what he won at cards from 
Lord Oar lyon ; and of course he never thought 
of using any of that to pay his bills. It was 
thought that Evelyn had stolen a march on 
her father when she ran away with Lord 
Carlyon, whom the latter wished to plunder 
a little more. 

Lady Helen went to London to try and 
comfort Florence Keith a little. It was some 
time before Florence would listen to her; 
but at last she was glad to see her rather 
more happy, and inclined to make the best of 
things. 

Lady Gresham felt a little ashamed of her 
own conduct, when she heard what had hap- 
pened, but declared she would never speak to 
Evelyn, even if Lord Carlyon did marry her. 
And when, some weeks afterwards, the 
announcement appeared in the paper thus: — 
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" Recently, at Paris, Lord Carlyon to Evelyn, 
only daughter of Sir Charles Desmond," Lady 
Gresham shook her head and said she saw no 
reason to change her mind, and it appeared 
that Mrs. Wyndham was of the same 
opinion. 

Under the circumstances, there could be no 
doubt that Lord and Lady Carlyon were well 
advised in determining to remain abroad for 
some time, particularly as their j&nances were 
far from flourishing. Sir Charles Desmond 
never showed his face again at Ashford. It 
was beUeved he followed his daughter, and 
when he found her insisted on Lord Oarlyon's 
marriage with her. 

Miss Coventry was very much grieved 
when she was told of the misfortunes that 
had overtaken Sir Charles. She would not 
hear a word against him, but vented all her 
anger on Evelyn. Hearing that Mrs. Weston 
was left alone, she drove over to Ashford 
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and offered her a home at Ensor, as her com- 
panion. 

Mrs. Weston immediately closed with such 
a good way of escaping from her own diflB- 
culties, and there is every reason to beheve 
that she and Miss Coventry suit each other 
very well. 

It was again New Year's Eve at Ashford, 
and again Lady Helen Desmond was 
listening to the bells ringing the Old Tear 
out. 

" This time last year," she said to her 
husband, " I was sitting in this room with 
Florence Keith. We were talking over the 
past. She was very full of hope then, look* 
ing forward to the future, and I — well I never 
thought that I should be the happy one in 
another year." 

" I don't remember ever spending a more 
miserable time than last Christmas," said 
Colonel Desmond. " I was leaving home, 
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and everything I cared for behind me. When I 
came over here the day I went away, to tell 
you everything, I did it in a desperate way, 
almost expecting to be turned out of the 
house. I never hoped you would think of 

9, 

me. 

" What a lucky thing it was, Arthur, that we 
found each other out. . Yet you nearly lost 
me for want of asking. I am sure we are 
both much happier than we used to be. I 
wish Florence Keith could find some one who 
would put that idiot out of her head. What 
was Lady Gresham saying to you the other 
day about the Carlyons ? I meant to ask you, 
but I forgot." 

" Only that Fred Gresham had just met 
them at Venice. They seemed horribly tired 
of each other already." 

" No wonder. Lord ^ Carlyon will repent 
his marriage all his life. I dare say Mr. 
Gresham will meet Florence Keith at 
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Eome. She is there with her uncle and 
aunt." 

" Perhaps he will put Lord Oarlyon out of 
her head." 

" Perhaps he will ; but whatever happens, 
they shall arrange their own affairs. Never 
again as long as I live will I try my hand at 
matchmaking." 

" I don't think you did much in that line." 

**No; I only persuaded Florence to stay 
on here ; but I am sorry I did as much as 
that." 

"You don't believe in all that nonsense 
about first love, do you ?" 

"Certainly not. I hope Florence will 
soon forget all that is gone and passed, and 
that before long she will be as happy as I 



am. 



THE END. 



